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      Isabella pulled the curtains open in her carriage, allowing the blinding sun to enter. As soon as her eyes adjusted to the light again, the young woman clutched her coat around her, watching the building in which she was going to spend the last days as a maiden: Montecorvino Abbey, a construction made of huge stones and on a piece of land which extended as far as the eye could see. Even though the abbey looked immaculate at first glance, when Isabella got down from her sumptuous carriage, her gaze fell on some blackened stones, the only things that appeared to remain as a testimony to the tragic fire that consumed the sacred place  thirty years ago.. All the servants came to welcome Isabella to the abbey; among them, Isabella noticed a woman of around sixty, whose face was kind and cheerful, who seemed to welcome her. Isabella felt tempted to return her kindness and to turn to her, but then the abbot of Monetcorvino made his triumphal entrance. The reverend Father Edmondo passed through the large wooden doors of the portal and headed towards Isabella, his face composed but cordial, asking her if she had had a good trip and if she would like to have a chat with him in private. Isabella accepted it gladly, tired as she was from her long journey which had brought her from the native town, Tuscolo, to the abbey. Getting her settled in her private rooms, Edmondo reassured Isabella about the health of her husband-to-be. Amilcare Annibaldi, the baron of Molara, was due to return in the next few days from that Crusade which had ended in that year, 1099 after the birth of Our Lord. From there it would take about a month for him to come and meet his promised bride and the two would be married by the abbot Edmondo in person.

      Isabella thanked Edmondo affectionately, congratulating him on his recent investiture as the abbot, even though he was a monk of little more than thirty. It must be true, as the peasants of the area said, that that man had a smell of sanctity, so great were his devotion and his mercy. Edmondo replied that he was honoured by his new title, and then passed his condolences to Isabella. Thirty years ago, the previous abbot, Isabella’s uncle, had died in the fire. The young woman’s face clouded over thinking about her uncle who died that way, in that accident which – in Edmondo’s words – was the most atrocious in the history of Montecorvino Abbey. Isabella told him she had complete faith in him and his merciful nature, that he would be a wonderful substitute for her uncle. After having spoken again for a bit and having had dinner together, Isabella excused herself from the abbot and went accompanied to her own room by the smiling woman who she had met when she arrived. She discovered that her name was Cosima, and they struck up an immediate friendship. Before leaving the young noble woman, Cosima asked her if she was worried about the fact she had to marry a man she had never seen before. To prove her feminine solidarity, Cosima told her that she could get some poison for her, in case her future husband turned out to be violent or sadistic. Isabella thanked Cosima for her concern but refused; she had accepted with Christian resignation everything that the Lord had prepared for her and for her future. Cosima, then, left Isabella; the noble woman was very tired and fell immediately into a deep sleep. After a couple of hours, however, at the stroke of midnight, a sound disturbed Isabella from her sleep. It was a liturgical chant sung by many voices; Isabella got up off the bed and, after having opened her bedroom door, she found herself in the spectral corridors of the abbey, lit only by a few torches; as she proceeded down the corridor, Isabella recognized the song: it was a “Miserere.” At first, the young woman thought that the singing was coming from the monks of the abbey, but she changed her mind when she reached the door of the refectory; through the holes in the door, Isabella noticed that there was no light on inside. Isabella plucked up her courage and took a torch on the wall, then entered the refectory; when she entered, silence fell in the room, but Isabella put a hand over her mouth to prevent herself from screaming. Behind the refectory tables, were standing more than a hundred ghosts of monks, who were looking back at her with astonishment. Isabella tried to overcome her fear and asked them who they were. One of them detached himself and told her he was Father Eustache, thanking the Lord for the arriving of Isabella. Eustache explained her that all the ghosts that she had seen in that room were the monks who died in the fire thirty years ago, but nobody in the abbey could see or hear them; only somebody who came from outside and who had a pure heart would have been able to realize their presence. For thirty years they had been there, appearing once a month at the new moon, singing the same chant they sang as the fire took them.

      Isabella asked then if she could see her dear uncle, the abbot who died with them. At those words, Eustache’s face clouded over and he revealed to the young girl that unfortunately her uncle was burning in Hell because of the sins he had committed, and because he, albeit indirectly, had caused that tragic fire. Isabella was shocked: How was it possible that her uncle could have been so bad? Why couldn’t it be possible that that tragic fire couldn’t just have been an accident?

      However, the ghost of Father Eustache, just like the rest of his companions, started to become more transparent. Eustache, pointing his finger towards the window, showed Isabella the moonless  sky, and he said that their ghosts could only appear for a few minutes, on the nights of new moon, and that they were about to disappear; however, with the final words that he was able to say, Eustache gave Isabella precise directions to find a relic which was hidden underground in the abbey. By finding it, she could make sure she hadn’t just had a bad dream, but she could be certain he had been telling the truth. After having said his final words, the ghosts disappeared from the room, chanting a final desperate “Miserere”: Isabella, shocked, ran out of the room to get back to her bedroom. The morning after, as she served her breakfast, Cosima noticed how pale Isabella was and asked her if something had happened. Isabella wanted to tell her everything, but had second thoughts and simply said she hadn’t slept well.

      Cosima told her she should enjoy these final nights of maidenhood and perhaps getting some satisfaction from it; whispering into her hear, Cosima pointed out a young man, who like her was a servant of the abbey and worked in the kitchens. Cosima told the young countess that this young man, Enrico, fell in love with her the moment she stepped out of the carriage the previous day. If Isabella tried to seduce him, she could be certain he wouldn’t reject her! This idea titillated Isabella’s imagination, as she was an honest young woman but full of passion. In the end, Isabella declined the offer, wanting to preserve her honour, deciding instead to devote herself to the one thing she was really interested in: finding the relic that Father Eustache had told her about.

      Thanks to the directions she received from the monk’s ghost, Isabella managed to sneak into the underground prisons of the abbey unnoticed. Here, in a chest covered in dust and mold, Isabella found a crystal ampoule with a liquid in it. Isabella knew this was the holy water blessed by Saint Benedict himself five hundred years before, and he was the saint whose rules the monks of that abbey followed. Father Eustache had told her that everybody in the abbey was running a big risk, a risk from which they could escape only through powerful benedictions. Isabella hid the ampoule in her cloak and kept it with her constantly. Even though she wasn’t entirely sure of the holy water’s origin, Isabella had the irrational sensation of being very safe and strong when she held it. In the following days she felt very calm and Isabella prayed daily in her room and with the abbot Edmondo, who, from time to time, came to visit her to enquire about her health. The days passed and Isabella waited anxiously for the next new moon. When the moment came, Isabella left her room and, on the dot of midnight, she found herself driven by the spectral sound of the “Miserere” coming from the refectory. Father Eustache and the other monks were waiting for her there, with the same trepidation.

      Isabella thanked Father Eustace effusively for having guided her to the relic, and implored him, with the few minutes he had, to tell her the truth.

      With a serious face, Father Eustache started to recount the events which happened just before the tragic fire of thirty years ago, when Isabella’s uncle was the abbot: One day a woman, in beggar’s clothing, asked for refuge in the abbey. Isabella’s uncle fell in love with her and Father Eustache, his confidante and friend, tried to dissuade his beloved abbot. Eustache had felt something evil and demonic in that woman, who, without even trying to hide it, was trying to seduce the head of those devoted monks. Father Eustache recommended the abbot drive the woman away and, apparently listening to his friend’s advice, Isabella’s uncle dismissed the woman, sending her from the abbey. Everything seemed forgotten, but some years later the abbot brought a child, whose name was Edmondo, into that sacred place, telling his companions that he was a foundling and that he wanted to make him a monk. Eustache, however, was suspicious of the excessive attachment the abbot seemed to have for that child. One day, as he was bathing the child who was around four years old, Eustache noticed with horror that on his neck was the same birthmark that the beggar woman had had on her neck.

      It was then that Eustache understood everything: The child was the son of the abbot and the evil beggar woman, a woman who he had continued to see in secret.

      Father Eustache went to see the abbot in his rooms and told him he understood everything now and that he had to tell the other monks, intimating that he should relinquish his charge of the abbey and leave that sacred place which he had violated with his lust.

      Eustache got all the monks together in the refectory that evening. The abbot was going to confess his sins and say his goodbyes. However, seeing that the abbot was late, Eustache went to look for him in his rooms, and there he discovered, to his horror, that his old friend had taken his own life by hanging himself.

      Eustache ran back to the refectory to tell the other monks about that disgrace, but the door of the refectory slammed shut, with a thud and without any apparent reason. Eustache tried to open it but was unable to get anywhere, and then he tried to look through the large keyhole, his eye met Edmondo’s. The child, despite his young age, appeared astute and without scruple. He told Eustache he had lost, and that he would never be able to prevent him from taking possession of the abbey.

      After the satanic child proclaimed those words, the tapestries on the refectory wall burst into flames, and the pews caught fire. The room filled with flames and with the shouting of the poor monks, who knew they were going to meet their maker, by either burning to death or by asphyxiation. With his final remaining strength, Father Eustache sent a last prayer to his Creator that one day, a person with a pure heart would be able to avenge their deaths, to ensure that someone would one day chase the evil Edmondo from the abbey.

      Those were the last words of the ghost of the monk, which ended with one painful breath. Isabella, still in shock, didn’t even realize their time was over until she was alone.

      A voice behind her made her jump; it was the abbot Edmondo, who had heard Isabella’s voice and had opened the refectory door, to find her in front of him. He asked her what had happened and why she was there.

      Isabella composed herself and, with the pride born of her rank and social status, confronted that supposedly good abbot. Isabella said she knew everything, and declared he must be put to death to avenge her uncle and the dead monks.

      Edmondo didn’t even try to find an excuse. Sneering, he said he was already too powerful for anyone to defeat him, especially an insignificant countess like herself.

      Edmondo pulled out a dagger and strode towards her menacingly, promising that she wouldn’t leave the room alive. The abbot lashed out at the young woman but Isabella, in a flash, took the ampoule from her pocket and threw
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