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For Dorothea who has shared the best of times and the worst of times is feidir linn



Et septimus angelus tuba cecinit: et factae sunt voces magnae in caelo dicentes: Factum est regnum huius mundi, Domini nostri et Christi eius, et regnabit in saecula saeculorum.

And the seventh angel sounded his trumpet; and there were great voices in heaven, saying, ‘The kingdoms of this world are become the kingdom of Our Lord, and of His Christ, and He shall reign for ever and ever.’



Revelation 11:15
Vulgate Latin translation of Jerome, fifth century
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events in this story follow in chronological sequence after those related in The Chalice of Blood, and are set during the season known as Fogamar, the harvest season AD 670, in the last days before the autumn equinox.


CHAPTER ONE

[image: images]

Tóla paused on the threshold of his farmhouse, looked towards the black mounds of the eastern hills, standing out sharply against the white bar of light that heralded dawn, and breathed in deeply before exhaling in a satisfied fashion. It was an action that had become a regular ritual each morning over many decades. He stood for a moment, gazing at the sky and estimating what sort of day it might bring before turning his attention to the dark, undulating land that spread southward before him. The light of the new day was spreading rapidly towards the thrust of rock which dominated the southern skyline just a few kilometres away. The grey-white buildings of The Rock of Cashel, which constituted the capital of the rulers of Muman, were already sparkling in the dawn light.

Tóla took a step forward and stretched languidly. He was a thickset and muscular man; a man whose very frame seemed to proclaim that he was a son of the soil; a man used to working the land and caring for the livestock. The rising sun glinted on his blue-black hair, enhancing his tanned skin and pale eyes. His features had been coarsened and aged by his outdoor life, but they were neither ugly nor unkindly. He stood like a man content with his life and all he surveyed.

There was a rustle from nearby and a large, rough-coated hound trotted round the building and whined in greeting, accompanied by quick movements of its tail. Its quiet, easy nature belied its intimidating appearance. The man bent and petted the heavy head, making a soft grunting sound as the dog gave another whine. Then Tóla turned back to the door behind him and called out: ‘It will be a good day today.’

A woman appeared, framed in the door, rubbing her hands on an apron and glancing towards the eastern hills. She was as tanned as Tóla; a pleasant, well-built woman, used to hard work.

‘Good enough to finish the harvest?’

‘Good enough, Cainnear. We can finish the small field today and then all the grain will be in.’

‘You had best check the heifer that’s still in calf before you do so,’ the woman advised.

‘She’s been slow, that one,’ agreed her husband. ‘The rest of the calves are already out to pasture. I’ll go and see how she is. She was down by the stream last night – she’s probably given birth by now.’ Then he paused. ‘I suppose that our lazy son is not yet stirring? Better get him out of bed – there is a great deal to be done.’

‘I will so, and join you in the small field later,’ Cainnear replied with a smile.

The farmer nodded absently and, with his dog trotting at his heels, he went to the shed at the back of the bothán, the stone-built cabin in which they lived, and collected a scythe and rake. Balancing them easily over one broad shoulder, he began to stroll across the fields towards the distant dark line of trees which marked the path of the little stream that was the southern border of his farmlands. The stream flowed west to join the great river called the Suir, which provided the western border of his land.

It was fully light by the time he had reached the small area of wheat that still needed to be cut. Soon it would be the moon which was called Gealach na gcoinnlíní – the moon of the stubble. This marked the time when all the grain crops should be cut down to their stalks and harvested. He paused and cast an eye over the field and then pursed his lips in a soundless whistle as if in approval. It would not take long to complete the harvest now. Thanks be; it had been a good harvest and a good year, for he had not lost one cow, pig or chicken to ill-fortune nor to predators. That thought prompted him to peer towards the treeline to look for his heifer, which had been waiting for her first calf. It was late. He hoped the calf had come during the night for, if it had not, the animal would be in difficulty. It was still too shadowy to make out much among the dark treeline. Placing the scythe and rake by the cornerstone of the field, he strode across the stubble towards the trees, his dog panting behind him.

He was nearing the trees when the dog suddenly halted, raised its head, as if sniffing the air, and gave a soft growl.

‘What is it, Cú Faoil?’ Tóla spoke quietly, unable to see anything untoward. Then he spotted a dark shadow at the far end of the field: it was a heifer no longer, for the smaller shadow of a calf stood by it. He smiled in relief before he realised that his dog was not looking in that direction – and the growl was still rumbling in its throat. Tóla looked cautiously in the same direction, but could see nothing. He advanced slowly, the dog obediently following, head up, alert and wary. Tóla knew that Cú Faoil, his loyal protector, was able to perceive danger before any human could. Tóla also knew that if there was scent of a predator, the animal would be more vocal in its warning. Indeed, if there were an immediate danger, then the cow, with its newborn calf, would not be standing docilely at the other end of the field. Yet something was not quite right.

The gushing of the stream behind the trees was loud at this point. This was because the waters frothed over a series of stepping stones which people often used as a pathway to the far bank. Unless travellers moved along the eastern bank of the Suir, or had access to a small boat, they had to turn along the path by this stream, called the Arglach, and make their way to this crossing through the shallows in order to continue south. On the southern side they could join the track that eventually led to the fortress of Cashel and its surrounding township. Tóla had lived all his life in this area. He expected the waters of the stream to resound against the stepping stones at this crossing-point. But his sensitive hearing picked up a different note – that of a stream in flood. He was aware that Cú Faoil had heard it too, and again the low rumble came from its throat.

Tóla walked through the trees and on to the path by the stream. At once he could see that the stones of the crossing were blocked by something which caused the waters to gush around and over them. What he saw made the breath catch in his throat.

Lying in midstream, as if fallen from the stepping stones, was a body.

Tóla moved swiftly, the cold waters coming up to his knees, and reached down to take a firm grip of the body’s clothing. Tóla was a strong man, befitting one who had worked the land all his life. Even so, it was a burdensome task to pull the body back to the bank, fighting the clawing pressure of the water which tried to press it against the stepping stones. Soon, however, the body was out of the water and stretched on the bank.

Having taken a few deep breaths to recover, Tóla examined it. The man, who had not been long dead, was young and good-looking. Moreover, the clothes he wore were of good quality and they were embroidered with fine needlework. A gold chain was still around his neck and a large ring with a semi-precious stone sparkled on his finger. The man was clearly someone of rank. He wore a short, brightly coloured cloak, pinned at one shoulder with a brooch of fine workmanship crafted in the form of an emblem. His bejewelled dagger still rested in a sheath on the left side of his belt, and his sword remained in its scabbard on the right-hand side.

Tóla raised a hand to the back of his head and rubbed it in puzzlement as he gazed at the corpse. His first thought was that the young man must have slipped and fallen from the wet stepping stones, possibly hitting his head in the darkness. But what would a young man of position be doing, travelling in such a place as this and without a horse? It was all very perplexing, not to say worrying. For a youth of rank to meet his death, even by accident, on Tóla’s farmlands could mean big trouble for him. Tóla vaguely remembered something about liability under the Law of Compensation.

He knelt to see if he could find the wound, but there were no signs of cuts or abrasions to the young man’s head. It was as Tóla was turning the body over to see if there were any wounds on the back of the head that he noticed the rents and tears in the man’s clothing. At the same time, he became aware that his hand was not just wet with water but stained faintly pink. Blood. He swallowed hard. It was now obvious to him how the young man had met his death. He had been stabbed at least three times in the back.

When Tóla realised the significance of his discovery, he was alarmed: this did, indeed, mean trouble for him. It was only the whimper and the cold muzzle of his dog, the animal sensing that all was not well with its master, that caused Tóla to finally stir. The young noble, whoever he was, had been murdered on his farm, albeit on a right-of-way that was frequently used. The big man rose unsteadily to his feet and tried to control his apprehension while he considered what he should do.

He realised that he was unconsciously staring towards the Rock of Cashel, no more than a short ride to the south. There would be Brehons at Cashel; lawyers and judges. They would know what should be done. They would investigate, they would advise. Tóla had been raised with an implicit belief in the wisdom of the Brehons. He glanced down again at the body, and noted the strange design of the brooch, fixing the cloak at the shoulder of the young man. Perhaps it was an emblem of his clan? Anyway, it would surely induce a Brehon to come here to investigate. Kneeling down once more, he undid the clasp. Then, with a swift glance around, he hastened back towards the farmhouse, with his dog loping along at his side.

Cainnear saw him coming and realised immediately that something must be wrong.

‘What is it?’ she demanded.

‘Is the boy up?’ Tóla asked breathlessly, not answering her question.

‘He was getting the ass ready to move the—’

Tóla turned towards the stable building, shouting, ‘Breac! Breac!’

A boy, not long past the age of choice, emerged from a nearby barn and came running over, a worried look on his freckled face.

‘What is it, Father?’

‘I must go to Cashel immediately, so I will need the ass,’ Tóla told him. Then: ‘I want you to take a weapon and go down to the crossing on the stream. There is the body of a young man there.’ He ignored the gasp given by his wife. ‘Don’t touch it – and don’t let anyone else touch it, or go near it,’ he ordered. ‘I am leaving Cú Faoil with you while I am off to Cashel to bring a Brehon back.’

Breac knew better than to start asking questions. Instead, he hurried to the stable and finished saddling up their ass. Meanwhile, Tóla had exchanged a few swift words of reassurance with his wife, and then, having placed the dog’s collar in the hand of Breac as an indication to Cú Faoil that he must stay, uttering the word, ‘Guard’ several times to the animal, Tóla swung up on to the ass and, with a quick wave of his hand, set the beast in an ambling trot towards the palace of the King of Muman.


CHAPTER TWO
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Gormán stood at his ease outside the dark oak doors that led into the private chambers of the King of Muman. The kingdom was the largest and most south-westerly of the Five Kingdoms of the land of Éireann. Gormán was a youthful man, fair of skin with thick, raven-black hair, dark eyes and pleasant features. He wore the gold band, or torque, at his neck with a degree of self-conscious pride because it denoted that he was a member of the Nasc Niadh, the Warriors of the Golden Collar, who were the élite bodyguard of the Kings of Muman. Gormán had a right to be proud of his position for he had won it by his own strength and dexterity against many odds. Usually, members of the élite bodyguard were the sons of chieftains or of great warriors. Gormán had been the son of a bé táide, a former prostitute, but his abilities, not just those with weapons but his intelligence, had caused him to be singled out for a position of trust in the household of the King.

A figure appeared at the far end of the corridor and came towards him. He stiffened a little and then relaxed almost immediately as he recognised the King’s sister. He was still not used to seeing her dressed in anything other than the robes of a religieuse. Today she wore a tight-fitting upper garment in the manner of a short, bright blue coat that reached to the middle of her thighs. It had no collar but, from the shoulders, fastened by brooches, hung a cochnull, a short cloak also of bright blue but with designs in gold- and silver-coloured needlework. She also wore tight-fitting triubhas, trousers from the hips to ankle, so that they showed perfectly the shape of her limbs. Such trousers were held in place by a slender strap passing under the foot. They were also patterned in many bright colours. Her leather boots came above the ankles, and she carried her gloves in one hand.

Her long red hair was carefully combed, separated and plaited in three braids, wound and held in place by silver circlets. This fashion denoted someone who was leading an active life. The fact that the top of her head was covered in a small silk scarf of matching colour to her coat, provided the information that she was married or of mature age. At her waist she wore a girdle, a críss or belt, from which hung her comb bag, the cíorbholg, which all women carried, containing the articles needed for toiletry.

‘You are abroad early today, lady.’ Gormán allowed a smile of greeting to spread across his features. ‘Are you going riding?’ The manner of her dress, the fact that she held a pair of leather gloves in one hand, needed no intense thought to reach such a conclusion.

Fidelma of Cashel, sister to King Colgú, returned his smile. She had once helped defend his mother, Della, from unjust charges and since then had been a friend to both her and Gormán. The young warrior had acted as her bodyguard many times.

‘It is going to be a fine day. Better not to waste it by lying a-bed,’ she told him. ‘Anyway, I was roused very early by the sound of horsemen leaving the fortress. Was anything amiss?’

‘That was Finguine and a few companions,’ replied Gormán.

Finguine mac Cathail was the tánaiste, the heir apparent, to Fidelma’s brother.

‘What takes him away from Cashel so early in the morning?’

‘I believe that the Cenél Lóegairi are behind in their tribute to Cashel and, as the harvest is now over, the tánaiste decided it would be prudent to visit their chieftain and remind him of his due.’

The Cenél Lóegairi was a clan in the south-west of the kingdom which had a reputation for being reticent in fulfilling its obligations to the King of Cashel. Finguine was Fidelma’s distant cousin from a branch of her family known as the Eóghanacht Áine. He had become heir-elect to the kingdom four years before, after the death of the former heir-apparent, Donndubhán, who had unsuccessfully plotted to assassinate Colgú and take over the kingdom. Finguine was known for his conscientious attention to administrative work on behalf of the King.

Fidelma indicated the closed doors behind Gormán with a gesture of her hand. ‘Has my brother arisen yet?’

‘He was also up before dawn, lady, but Abbot Ségdae is already with him.’

Ségdae was Abbot and Bishop of Imleach, the premier prelate of the kingdom.

‘It’s early for the abbot to seek a meeting with my brother. I did not even know he was in Cashel.’ Disappointment crossed her features. She had been hoping to entice her brother to accompany her on her morning ride. ‘Why are there such early-morning stirrings?’

‘Abbot Ségdae arrived with the dawn, lady. He must have ridden through the night and was accompanied by only one of his brethren. He had a troubled look and demanded to see Colgú immediately.’

‘That does not bode well,’ Fidelma responded with a frown. ‘Have they left word not to be disturbed?’

Gormán shook his head. ‘None that I have been told.’

‘Then I shall enter.’

Gormán moved to the doors, rapped twice before opening it to allow Fidelma to pass through.

Inside the large chamber, where King Colgú usually received only special guests, Fidelma’s brother and his visitor were seated in chairs before a log fire. Colgú glanced up as his sister entered and greeted her with a smile. The elderly figure of Abbot Ségdae was rising to his feet from the other chair but she gestured to him to remain seated.

‘A good day to you, Sister Fidelma,’ the prelate said.

‘And to you, Abbot Ségdae,’ she replied, slipping into a vacant chair. Then she added softly, ‘Although you may recall that I have now formally left the religious so I am no longer “Sister” but once more plain Fidelma of Cashel.’

The abbot regarded her protest with humour.

‘You will always be Sister Fidelma to us,’ he told her. ‘Your reputation is already fixed throughout the Five Kingdoms so that no one can speak of Fidelma without the prefix of Sister.’

‘I am hoping that people might come to know another prefix,’ she replied undeterred.

‘Ah yes,’ sighed the abbot. ‘My regrets that the Council of Brehons of Muman did not see fit to approve your application, but the role of Chief Brehon of this kingdom is one requiring many years of application.’

Fidelma’s eyes sparkled dangerously for a moment, wondering if there was some hint of sarcasm in his voice. Then she relented.

‘I concede that Brehon Áedo does have much more experience than I do.’ Her tone was without enthusiasm. ‘Doubtless the council chose wisely in appointing him as Chief Brehon to my brother.’

Colgú stirred uneasily. He knew well that Fidelma had set her ambition to be appointed to the position of Chief Brehon of Muman. When Brehon Baithen had died, Fidelma had declared her intention to leave the religious and seek the position. However, the choice of the appointment of Chief Brehon was in the hands of the Council of Brehons, and they had chosen the elderly and more conservatively minded Brehon Áedo.

‘So what now, Fidelma? What does the future hold for you?’ queried the abbot.

‘The future? I shall carry on as before. I see no change in my life.’

‘But having left our religion . . .?’

‘I have not left the religion, only the religious,’ replied Fidelma crisply. ‘And since I left the Abbey of Brigit at Cill Dara, several years ago, I have acted independently of any Rule or religious authority. To be honest, and I am sure you will admit it, my recent leaving was a formality only. So that is why I see no alteration in my life in the future. There are plenty of matters that require the ability of a dálaigh, an advocate of the law, and I can still sit in judgement in minor cases.’

‘That is true,’ Colgú said reflectively. ‘But perhaps this is also an opportunity. You hold the degree of anruth, which is the second highest degree in the land. Why not take the opportunity to return to your studies and become an ollamh, the highest degree? That would surely improve your future chances when you go before the Council of the Brehons?’

Fidelma did not reply but her expression showed that her brother’s suggestion found little favour with her.

‘And what does Brother Eadulf think?’ the abbot pressed. His question made no attempt to disguise the fact that he knew of the tensions that had existed between Fidelma and the father of her son, little Alchú. Indeed, when she had announced her decision earlier in the year, Brother Eadulf had left to seek solitude in the community of the Blessed Rúan not far from Cashel. He had returned only at the request of King Colgú to help Fidelma resolve the matter of the murder of Brother Donnchad at Lios Mór.

‘Eadulf has now accepted the choice that I have made,’ Fidelma informed him coldly. ‘But if you need further information about his thoughts, it would be better to ask him.’

Abbot Ségdae’s cheeks reddened a little and he smothered a cough while Colgú shook his head in disapproval.

‘Abbot Ségdae has only the good of our family and the kingdom at heart, Fidelma,’ he rebuked in a soft tone. ‘Indeed, that is what brings him here so early in the morning.’

It was obvious to her that her brother was trying to guide the conversation into other channels. Fidelma obliged him, for she was wondering why the abbot had ridden through the night to seek him out.

‘Is there some matter that affects the well-being of either?’ she asked innocently. ‘I thought it might be arrangements for some more pleasant occasion that brought Abbot Ségdae hither?’

Her brother actually blushed. Drón, Lord of Gabrán in Osraige, and his daughter, Dúnliath, had been guests at Cashel for three days now and Colgú had confessed to Fidelma that he was going to discuss the terms of a marriage contract with him. Fidelma had tried to put aside the fact that she had taken a dislike to the arrogant noble and regarded his daughter with indifference. She was trying to rationalise what she saw as her prejudice and accept that what would make her brother happy would be for his good and, therefore, the good of the kingdom.

‘There is news of unrest coming out of the lands of the Uí Fidgente,’ said Abbot Ségdae. ‘That is what brought me here.’

‘That is nothing new,’ Fidelma replied lightly. ‘The Uí Fidgente have always caused trouble to our family and to the unity of the kingdom.’

The princes of the Uí Fidgente in the north-west of the kingdom had long claimed they should be in the line of the rightful rulers of the kingdom – and not the Eóghanacht, descendants of Eóghan Mór. They even claimed their line descended from Cormac Cass, the elder brother of Eóghan, and hence they called themselves the Dál gCais, descendants of Cass. Beyond their clan lands, however, they found little support for their claims. It had not been many years ago that Colgú had to take the field with his loyal warriors against Prince Eoghanán of the Uí Fidgente and his allies to quell their insurgency. For as long as Fidelma could remember, if there was any plot or mischief in the kingdom, it was usually inspired by the discontent of the princes of the Uí Fidgente.

‘I thought,’ she continued, ‘that since Donennach became their ruler, and agreed a treaty with Cashel, there had been peace among them?’

‘This time we cannot be sure that the Uí Fidgente are behind this unrest,’ the abbot sighed.

‘What unrest do we speak of?’ Fidelma asked.

After a glance at the King, as if seeking permission to speak, the abbot explained. ‘We hear that several villages and farmsteads around the territory of the Uí Fidgente have been set ablaze and many killed. The news only reached Imleach yesterday morning. That is why I set out to bring the information to your brother.’

‘What is the specific information that you have received?’ pressed Fidelma. ‘Burning villages and farmsteads – who reported this to you?’

‘The first account came by way of a merchant who had seen several homesteads in ashes. He then saw an entire settlement that had been torched.’

‘Where was this?’

‘A settlement on the banks of An Mháigh.’

‘As I recall, that is a fairly long river. Was he more specific?’

‘The settlement that was destroyed was near a crossing called the Ford of the Oak, Áth Dara.’

‘That is certainly in Uí Fidgente territory,’ Colgú confirmed, ‘but if memory serves, it is on the very border of their territory, for the eastern side of the river is the territory of our cousin Finguine of the Eóghanacht Áine.’

‘Did this merchant make enquiries as to what had happened at this ford?’ Fidelma asked.

‘Alas, there was no one left other than corpses. The men, women and children had all been cut down or fled. The merchant felt it wiser not to tarry there but carried straight on to our abbey at Imleach. He was very fearful about what he had seen.’

‘You gave the impression that he was not the only person bearing such reports,’ Fidelma remarked. ‘You said this merchant gave the first account?’

The abbot nodded slowly. ‘It is true. Not long after the merchant had brought his news, a band of our Brothers arrived from the Abbey of the Blessed Nessan, at Muine Gairid. They came with a similar story, for they too had seen several churches and farmsteads burned on their journey south and people’s bodies lying unattended.’

‘Churches burned?’ Fidelma was astonished.

‘And religious killed,’ confirmed Abbot Ségdae.

‘Muine Gairid is north of Áth Dara,’ observed Colgú, ‘so these killings and burnings are mainly located in the territory of the Uí Fidgente. Did these brethren encounter anyone who knew what was happening, anyone who could identify those responsible?’

‘No one,’ said the abbot.

‘If the territory of the Uí Fidgente is under attack, then we should have heard something from Prince Donennach,’ Colgú pointed out. ‘When he became ruler over his people, under the peace settlement, we agreed that he should notify me of any dissension in his land.’

‘And this is all the information that you have?’ Fidelma glanced from the abbot to her brother. There was a silence. She waited a moment and then said to Colgú: ‘What is it that you intend to do?’

‘There is little action I can take without more facts about the perpetrators of these attacks. Apart from the reports that the abbot has brought us, there has been no word or request for assistance from the Prince of the Uí Fidgente, nor from any of the surrounding clans and settlements.’

‘Maybe Prince Donennach has been unable to send for assistance,’ Abbot Ségdae suggested.

‘Perhaps.’ But Colgú did not sound convinced. ‘The only thing to do is send some of my warriors to Prince Donennach and see what they can find out about this matter.’

Fidelma was quiet for a few moments and then she said, ‘I too see no other path that can be taken at this time. But it is curious that we have heard nothing before this. We must be careful, lest we send our warriors into a trap.’

‘A trap?’ Colgú raised his eyebrows. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Recent history. The Uí Fidgente have a reputation for plotting. I do not have to remind you of the assassination attempt on you. We should have a care, brother.’

Colgú understood the dangers only too well. ‘I shall instruct Finguine to deal with the matter. He is of the Eóghanacht Áine and is acquainted with the territory.’

Fidelma frowned. ‘I was told that Finguine and some warriors had left before dawn to remind the Cenél Lóegairi that it was time to pay their tribute to Cashel.’

Colgú was momentarily surprised.

‘He did not—’ He caught himself and shrugged. ‘Finguine is far too conscientious. I was not told he had left. In that case, I’ll appoint Dego to command.’

‘Not Caol?’ Fidelma enquired. ‘He is more experienced.’ Caol was the commander of Colgú’s élite bodyguard and one of the best military strategists in Cashel.

‘Dego has experience enough for this matter,’ her brother said firmly.

‘Perhaps he should be accompanied by someone legally qualified to ask pertinent questions?’ Fidelma mused.

Her brother chuckled cynically. ‘Meaning you, I suppose? The answer is no. I know that you have been bored and with little to do since the meeting of the Council of Brehons, but I am not going to send you into a situation which may prove dangerous.’

Fidelma was indignant. ‘Why not? Have I not been in dangerous situations enough times?’

‘Until we know who these raiders are and what their purpose is, then I agree that caution is needed,’ intervened Abbot Ségdae. ‘If religious are being slaughtered in the land of the Uí Fidgente, then your rank and position may not protect you.’

‘The abbot is right, Fidelma,’ her brother agreed. ‘Anyway, I shall not allow it. Dego will command a céta and will go north-west to investigate. That should be sufficient to deal with the matter.’

A céta was a company of 100 warriors. Unless the kingdom was engaged in a full conflict, the King maintained only one full-time cath or battalion of warriors consisting of 3,000 men. The battalion was divided into small companies of a hundred men, and further sub-divided into units of fifty and squads of nine men. Should the services of more men be needed in time of war, a sluaghadh or hosting was called and all free clansmen, under their chieftains, were expected to come forward. Such hostings were confined to the summer months, the season for warfare, if warfare ever erupted. Throughout the year, the cath, or battalion, lived in a permanent and well-ordered encampment. There they trained in the art of warfare as well as being instructed in music and poetry, and were provided with other entertainments to amuse them as if they were in their own villages. Their commanders were usually members of the Nasc Niadh, the élite bodyguard of the Eóghanacht kings. Therefore, at any season of the year, the King was able to call upon warriors in time of need without waiting for a call to the clans to gather in a hosting.

‘I would like to start back to Imleach now,’ the abbot said. ‘I am expecting Bran Finn to arrive back at the abbey soon and would not like to miss him.’

‘Bran Finn? Who is he?’ asked Fidelma.

‘The new Prince of the Déisi Muman, who is returning from a trip to the west. But I thought he came here first to Cashel as courtesy to you, Colgú? Did you not meet him then, Fidelma?’

‘My sister was visiting someone at the Hill of Rafon that day,’ Colgú intervened. ‘Bran Finn did not stay very long before travelling on to Imleach. In fact, only long enough as protocol dictated to pay his respects. He seemed in a hurry and I was surprised to see that he travelled alone.’

‘I do not know him,’ confirmed Fidelma. ‘Surely it is unusual for a prince of the Déisi Muman to visit Imleach and the west?’

‘The abbey administers to the unfortunates in the Glen of Lunatics, as you know. The Prince has a distant relative under the care of the abbey. He came some days ago to ensure his relative is well sustained, and brought gifts to the abbey before going on into the Glen of Lunatics.’

‘He promised to return to the abbey on his way back to the territory of the Déisi,’ the abbot explained. ‘I wanted his assurance that he approved our work. His patronage would be welcome, you understand. It is difficult caring for those whose minds are unbalanced and—’

Abbot Ségdae was cut short by an urgent knock on the door. Even before Colgu could answer it, the door opened and Caol, the commander of the Nasc Niadh, entered. It was clear to Fidelma that he had important news to impart, but Colgú spoke first.

‘Why was I not told that Finguine had left Cashel?’

Caol blinked at the abruptness of the question.

‘He told me not to disturb you while you were with Abbot Ségdae, and said he would return within a few days. I did not think it essential that you be informed.’

‘Well, I have a job for Dego . . .’

‘I think Caol has something more urgent on his mind,’ Fidelma interrupted. ‘Let’s hear what he has to say.’

Her brother turned to Caol. ‘You have some other news?’

‘A farmer has arrived here to report the finding of a body on his land,’ said Caol. ‘He seeks a Brehon’s advice.’

Fidelma was curious. ‘Then why come to bother the King about it? There is a choice of Brehons even in the township.’

‘I thought that Colgú should see this first,’ Caol said, holding out an intricately worked brooch. ‘It was found on the body, and the farmer thought it might help identify the corpse. The body was that of a well-dressed young man.’

Colgú took the metal object with its inlaid semi-precious stones and turned it over in his hands a few times, his frown deepening. It was obvious that he recognised it but he handed it to Fidelma, saying only, ‘What do you make of it?’

Fidelma took it and her eyes widened slightly. ‘It’s a brooch bearing the emblem of the Uí Máil,’ she said immediately.

Colgú’s expression was grim.

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘That is the emblem of a member of the Royal House of Laigin.’
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