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Ireland. AD 672.

The Feast of Beltaine is approaching and the seven senior princes of the kingdom of Muman are gathering at Cashel to discuss King Colgú’s policies. Just days before the council meets, Brother Conchobhar, the keeper of the sacred sword, is found murdered.

Sister Fidelma and her brother Colgú fear that the killer had been trying to steal the sword that symbolises the King’s authority to rule. And as rumours begin to spread of an attempt to overthrow Colgú, news reaches Cashel that a plague ship has landed at a nearby port, bringing the deadly pestilence to its shores. Amid fear and panic, Fidelma, Eadulf and Enda must work together to catch a killer as the death toll starts to mount . . .




For Susanna Kleeman

Welcome to the crazy world of authorship.




 

A Findias tucadh claidhim Nuadad; ní thernadh nech uadha; o dobertha as a intig bodba, ní gebtha frís.

From Findias was brought the sword of Nuada; no one would escape from it; when it was drawn from its battle-scabbard, there was no resisting it.

Lebor Gabála Érenn, twelfth century
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This story takes place in the latter days of the month known in ancient Ireland as Giblean, the month of the geese flying north. In the modern calendar, this would be April. The year is AD 672. The following month of Cét Samhain (May), the first month of summer, is fast approaching. That was when the Feast of Beltaine, the Fires of Bel, was celebrated throughout each of the five kingdoms of Éireann. It was a mystical time when certain rituals from the ancient pagan past were still performed. This was the festival marking the end of the dark half of the year, a time when all fires had to be extinguished and then ritually rekindled from the rays of the sun. It had been a Druidic festival that the new Christian Faith could never suppress and so it was incorporated in accordance with Pope Gregory the Great’s advice to Bishop Mellitus when he set out as a missionary to Britain in AD 601. May Day still remains a day of celebration.

For the kingdom of Muman (today’s Irish province of Munster) it was a time when King Colgú’s ceithirfine, consisting of the seven leading Eóganacht princes, met in council to voice any criticism of the King’s leadership. If his decisions were approved, the council culminated with the handing of the sacred sword of the old god Nuada to the King, who raised it to verify he was a just and rightful ruler. The seven Eóganacht princes listed in the earliest genealogies are discussed in Professor Francis J. Byrne’s seminal work Irish Kings and High-Kings (1973). These were Eóganacht Chaisil (Cashel), Eóganacht Áine, Eóganacht Loch Léin, Eóganacht Glendamnach, Eóganacht Árann, Eóganacht Ráithlinn and Eóganacht Aithir Chliach. I have followed the argument that the Eóganacht Ruis Argait were added much later when they moved from Osraige and eventually disappeared from history.

Professor Byrne presents the argument that the Déisi and Uí Liatháin were considered unconnected with the Eóganacht but related to the Uí Fidgente. However, in an eighth-century text, popularly known as ‘The Expulsion of the Déisi’, the scribe makes the claim that they had a common descent with the Eóganacht but the rejection of this claim by the Eóganacht princes was a factor in the animosity between them.

Chronologically, this story follows on from the events in The Shapeshifter’s Lair, after Fidelma and her companions have returned to the royal fortress of Muman following the rescue of the Princess Gelgéis so that she could then marry Fidelma’s brother, King Colgú.

It has never been my practice to instruct readers on Irish pronunciation, especially the Irish of Fidelma’s period, known as Old (Classical) Irish. On the website of The International Sister Fidelma Society is a brief guide to pronunciation based on English phonetics. In this case, and because it does not follow usual rules, I give the pronunciation in English phonetics for the name of the apothecary Brother Conchobhar – kru-húr.

The adventure in which Fidelma recovered the sword of the High King Sechnussach mac Blathmaic (AD 665–671) is recounted in the short story ‘The High King’s Sword’ in Hemlock at Vespers (1999). My thanks to David R. Wooten for advice on the practical aspects of the sacred sword of Nuada.





CHAPTER ONE
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Fidelma halted her grey-white Gaulish pony on top of a slight rise along the broad track. The track led across the low, level plain, which stretched south like a green carpet towards the imposing limestone thrust that dominated the area. No matter how many times she approached her brother’s fortress, rising on that towering rock, she found that she had to pause a moment to take in its awesome beauty. Each time she felt an empathy with her ancestor, Conall Corc, who, centuries before, had decided to make it the capital of his kingdom of Muman. Muman was now the largest and most south-westerly of the five kingdoms of Éireann.

Fidelma leant forward and patted the neck of her pony. She had named him Aonbhárr, after the magical horse of the ocean god, Manannán Mac Lir; the mystical beast that could gallop over land and sea. She stretched back in the saddle and drew in a deep breath. Spring was in the air and she was filled with contentment; a gratification at just being alive.

It was not yet midday but the sun was already high in the cloudless sky, throwing shadows westward across the plain. The grasslands surrounding the great rock had been converted to cereal crops centuries before, making these plains rich and fertile. The bright green carpet was created by the stubble of the newly emerging crops of barley, oats and wheat. They had been dug in only weeks before, this being the time of the early spring planting. A few months from now these cereals would rise to a metre tall and turn golden, ready for harvesting. There was little movement across the planted areas because the crops were in that halfway stage when birds had ceased to be interested in them as seedlings, yet they had not matured sufficiently to be revisited for their own seeds.

Thankfully, the sky was fairly clear, although Fidelma noticed, across the fields to her right, a number of wood pigeons in display flight as they climbed steeply with clapping wings before turning into their unmistakable glide. These, the largest of the pigeons, were the mortal enemies of cereal crop planters: when the grains were ready, whole flocks could descend and devastate the fields. Fidelma mentally rebuked herself for feeling sorrow for the small sparrow-like birds perched in a nearby bush who ceased their jingling warble for a moment until she passed by. She knew well that these dunnocks were as much a potential enemy of the crops as the wood pigeons.

Fidelma closed her eyes and turned her face towards the morning sun, inhaling as if she could breathe in its warmth. Of course, there was little warmth in the springtime sun as yet. However, she breathed contentedly for a moment before gently urging her pony to continue along the track towards the great, grey fortress.

That morning, her fancy for her morning ride had taken her northwards along the broad road in the direction of Dúrlus Éile. She had meant to ride only a few kilometres through the flat countryside before turning back. It was a calm day with hardly a cloud in the pale blue sky and a warm westerly breeze that portended the arrival of the summer months. So she had halted and dismounted for a while on the bank of a small stream, leaning back against the trunk of a yew tree and listening to the chattering music of the waters. It was soporific and she felt she could have stayed there for ever.

It was good to be riding in isolation after the recent days in the crowded fortress. Now was a busy time, with the approach of the annual Feast of Beltaine with its great fair. However, more important than the markets and entertainment was the annual gathering of the seven princes of the Eóganacht, the council of the ceithirfine, cousins of the fourth circle of kingship. It was an important council for Fidelma’s brother, Colgú, who ruled Muman, this being the meeting at which the King had to give his annual account of his governance of the kingdom and submit himself for the approval of the princes. The annual Fires of Bel, with its days of feasting and celebration, was an ancient pagan festival sacred to Bel, the bringer of light. The day heralded the start of summer and the light half of the ancient year. Not even the New Faith could abolish it, so it continued with the blessing of the abbots and bishops. Pope Gregory the Great had authorised that if such pagan rites and rituals could not be suppressed, they should be blessed and incorporated into the new Christian faith.

Several of the seven princes and their wives and escorts had already arrived. Most of their escorts or bodyguards had gone to stay at Ráth na Drínne as guests of the fortress. This was the main location of the fair, just to the south. Soon the remaining princes and prelates would be crowding the fortress. Among them would be Abbot Cuán of Imleach, as Chief Bishop of the kingdom. He would later be performing the marriage of Fidelma’s brother to the Princess Gelgéis of Dúrlus Éile, which had been postponed because of her recent kidnapping, and subsequent rescue by Fidelma.

The only uncomfortable aspect of Fidelma’s solitude that morning was a feeling of guilt because she was enjoying her time away from Eadulf and their small son, Alchú. Eadulf had seized the opportunity to take the boy to the Abbey of Imleach Iubhair, the abbey of the Borderland of Yew-Trees, which had been founded by the Blessed Ailbe, who had been the first to bring the New Faith to Muman.

As Fidelma drew closer to the fortress, she could see more people pursuing their various daily tasks. From the north, the rock on which the fortress was built appeared a forbidding place, stern and friendless. The single entrance to the fortress lay on the southern side and it was on this side that the little township had grown up under the protective shadow of the great citadel of its kings, which rose over sixty metres above. Fidelma had to circle the great rock and then approach the tall oak gates at the top of the steep sloping road. She had noticed several members of the lucht-tighe, the household guard, in a larger group than usual at the entrance. The guards often took the opportunity to pause and gossip with one another but they seemed unusually animated as she approached.

What caused Fidelma disquiet was the expression on the face of Enda, the commander of the household guard, as he hastened forward across the flagstone courtyard to meet her. As she drew rein she saw also that his whole body seemed to exude anxiety to match.

He halted, oddly short of breath, which she quickly realised was not from exertion but from an uncharacteristic emotion. His features were taut and pale.

‘Lady,’ he gasped, ‘lady, I must take you to the King at once.’

An icy fear stabbed at her.

‘Colgú? Has something happened to my brother?’ Her voice rose almost to a shout as she slid from her horse and tossed the reins to a stable lad who had emerged to take charge of them.

The young warrior shook his head before turning to lead her across the courtyard.

‘No, lady. Not to the King. But you must come quickly.’

‘Has something happened to my husband, Eadulf? To my son, Alchú?’

Enda turned back with something like a beseeching gaze on her.

‘Lady, so far as I know Eadulf and your son are both fine. But the King is waiting impatiently. Please come to him.’

‘It is not a message from Imleach then?’ she pressed, reluctant to move. ‘Are you sure all is well with my son and his father?’

Enda was now sensitive to her uncertainty, and especially to the fear in her eyes.

‘There has been no message from Imleach, lady. I tell you that Eadulf and your son are well. Please come with me.’

He almost broke into a trot as he hurried across the courtyard to the entrance to the main building that housed the King’s private chambers. A guard outside stiffened in a partial salute in recognition of the King’s sister before he turned to the bronzed handles to pull open the great oak doors and swing them back to allow Fidelma and Enda to pass inside. She followed him hurriedly down the familiar passageway to the King’s chambers. Another guard, observing their coming, turned, rapped on the door behind him and then swung it open before standing aside. Enda stood back to allow Fidelma to move into her brother’s private reception chamber, then swung the door shut behind her, leaving her with her brother.

Colgú paused in apparently restless pacing before the fire and hurried across the room to greet her, arms outstretched. Any observer would have found it easy to see their relationship: the same red hair, the same blue-green eyes and facial features. His anxiety was clear on his face as he reached forward, both hands held out to greet his sister.

‘Fidelma, there is bad news . . .’ he began, and then hesitated.

‘Bad news? I have been told it is not you, Eadulf or Alchú that . . .’ She paused, realising she had forgotten one important person and cursed herself for her selfish neglect. Her eyes widened slightly. ‘News from Gelgéis . . .?’ She hesitated. ‘I thought it was just a minor domestic matter that she had to attend to that drew her back to Dúrlus Éile. Is something amiss with her?’

She knew how much her brother cared for the princess, who had also become her close friend. It had only been little more than a week since Fidelma had rescued Gelgéis from an attempt to kidnap and hold her prisoner in the forbidding mountains of Cualann, in the neighbouring kingdom of Laigin. But Colgú was already shaking his head, his grim expression not altering.

‘Gelgéis is well,’ he replied flatly. ‘It is Brother Conchobhar who is dead.’

For a moment Fidelma’s mind did not comprehend the news. A feeling of remorse registered in her mind when she realised that she had felt a moment of relief at the news that her relatives were safe. Then the shock and sadness hit her for she had known the old apothecary all her life.

Brother Conchobhar was not only the aged apothecary of the fortress but he had been the closest to a father that she had. When King Failbe Flann had died, his three children, Fidelma and her elder brothers, Colgú and Fogartach, had been left without protection. Several distant cousins followed Failbe Flann into the kingship; all except one wanted nothing to do with the children. Each of the three had taken a different path. Colgú had trained as a warrior, Fogartach had left to seek his fortune elsewhere, and Fidelma, under the mentoring of Brother Conchobhar, had gone to study law and seek security among the religious at Cill Dara. Only when another cousin, Cathal Cú-cen-Máthair of Glendamnach, had become King did Colgú find himself elevated to the position of rodamna, his heir apparent. Thereafter matters improved for the children of Failbe. When Cathal died of the Yellow Plague and Colgú had become King, Fidelma returned to Cashel as his legal adviser.

During those difficult years of childhood, old Brother Conchobhar had always been there, guiding and advising as best and where he could. Now Fidelma felt a growing guilt at her moment of relief that the bad news was unconnected with her immediate family. Brother Conchobhar had, in many ways, been more than their family. He had been a guide, teacher and friend to both her and Colgú. Yet in some ways she now felt a curious detachment from him. Old people die. That was a fact of life. Her brother, however, seemed strangely distraught, which was unusual, for he had had companions, friends and relatives killed in battle, or who had died from pestilence before old age was upon them, and he had been accepting of their fate.

‘I saw Brother Conchobhar this morning,’ Fidelma reflected. ‘He waved to me as I was leaving the fortress just after first light. His death must have been sudden and maybe we should be grateful for it rather than that he suffered infirmity and helplessness.’

She saw a momentary expression of anger begin and fade on her brother’s features and wondered why.

‘I am filled with sorrow to hear this news, brother,’ she continued. ‘His counsel will be a tremendous loss to us. However, he led a long and a good life, and death always comes at the end of it. He looked happy when he waved to me, and in that much we must be happy for him. Was it not said that Brother Conchobhar was born in the time of Fergus Scandal? That would make his life span about—’

Colgú’s voice was sharp as he interrupted. ‘Brother Conchobhar has been murdered.’




CHAPTER TWO
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Fidelma stared at her brother nonplussed. Suddenly she sat down on the nearest chair. She was rigid for a moment before she shook her head slowly as if in denial of his words. Then she tried to clear her throat, which had tightened with the shock of the news.

‘How was he murdered? I left the fortress just after first light this morning. I saw him as I rode through the main gate. He was on the far side of the courtyard when he waved to me. I think he was about to enter his apothecary.’

‘It does not alter the fact that he was found dead a short while ago,’ returned her brother shortly ‘His skull was smashed.’

‘Is it known who was responsible?’

Colgú made an impatient motion with his hand. ‘It is not known yet. The initial signs are that he was attacked and robbed when in his apothecary.’

Fidelma’s eyes widened. ‘Robbed? Who would want to rob an apothecary? It makes no sense. Herbs and plants are free for anyone to gather.’

‘There might be other things he kept that could have attracted a thief,’ her brother said hesitantly.

‘Other things?’

‘You know the rituals of this household at Beltaine. Brother Conchobhar was the Keeper of the Sword and some of the sacred ritual impedimenta with which kingship is conferred during the ceremonies.’

‘Why would thieves be so stupid as to dare to attempt to take such well-known artefacts, and from the King’s fortress? Surely they could not sell them?’

‘Unless to an enemy of this kingdom,’ Colgú replied grimly.

‘You mean the King of Laigin?’ Fidelma said at once.

‘He does come immediately to mind. The symbolic value of those items in his hands would be very damaging to us.’

Fidelma had to admit that she had little use for icons and their symbolism. After her father died she had spent most of her childhood and youth pursuing her education and had seldom witnessed such ceremonies.

‘The fact is, some priceless ceremonial items have been removed from his apothecary,’ her brother explained. ‘I think you will understand when you see where he was killed.’

Fidelma frowned. ‘Are you asking me to officially investigate this matter?’

‘Who else can I turn to?’ Colgú declared. ‘Fíthel, the Chief Brehon, has gone to hear a case with Prince Finguine of Glendamnach, in his territory.’

For a moment or so, Fidelma did not say anything. Then she said briskly: ‘I accept. Who discovered the murder?’

‘Enda!’

Fidelma relaxed a little. She knew Enda was trustworthy; he had shared many adventures with Eadulf and herself. ‘Let’s call him in. Time is usually essential in such matters.’

Colgú called Enda’s name and the young warrior entered immediately.

‘I want you to assist my sister in the matter of Brother Conchobhar’s murder. She will be in charge of the investigation.’

Enda inclined his head slightly to Fidelma. ‘I am at your service, lady.’

‘Explain how you found the body of Brother Conchobhar,’ she asked immediately.

The young warrior squared his shoulders, his features clearly showing he was facing an unpleasant task. He, too, had known and liked the old apothecary.

‘This morning I had occasion to go to the apothecary. I wanted to see if Brother Conchobhar had some barrlus for our cook.’ It was clear that Enda meant the cook in the barracks of the household guard.

‘Surely your cook could find his own supply of leeks,’ Fidelma observed pedantically.

‘He had run short,’ Enda replied, ‘and I remembered Brother Conchobhar kept a good selection of such plants, growing them in his little garden at the back of the apothecary.’

‘Go on,’ Colgú snapped irritably. It was well known that the apothecary prided himself on his herb and vegetable garden. ‘Go on with the story.’

‘I went to the apothecary and entered. There was no one about, which is not unusual, but I noticed the door to the back room was wide open. It’s the place where Brother Conchobhar did his autopsies and, if needed, where he dressed corpses prior to their being interred. He also stored a lot of medicines there.’

Fidelma knew the apothecary well, having made much use of it and of Brother Conchobhar’s knowledge since her return to Cashel. She made an impatient motion with her hand as if to press him to move on.

‘Some instinct made me move inside. At the back of this room I saw that a heavy chest had been moved aside to reveal a trap door. This trap door was closed but I noticed the bolts were not drawn and there was no other means of locking it. This made me curious as it was unlike Brother Conchobhar to leave anything open when he was away from the apothecary. All I had to do was reach down and pull open the trap. I did so and saw a ladder led down, but the area below was in darkness. I leant in and called his name several times. There was no answer.’

Fidelma waited impatiently while it seemed the young warrior was gathering his thoughts.

‘I decided to light a lamp and go down,’ he continued just as she was about to prompt him. ‘I suddenly thought the old man might have fallen and not been able to reascend the ladder.’

‘So you went down?’ Fidelma pressed, pre-empting another pause.

‘I did so, lady.’

‘What did you find?’

‘The ladder descended to a depth of three or four metres into what was a small circular chamber, hewn into the rock. Almost in the centre of this was the huddled form of Brother Conchobhar. It was easy to see from the way the body lay that he was dead. I have seen too many dead to question death. I went nearer with the lamp and saw the back of the head was covered in blood and a bloody rock lay nearby the body. There was nothing else in the chamber; nothing except the rock and the corpse. However, as I peered round I suddenly noticed a small opening to one side. I nearly missed it because of the uneven rocky surface of the walls, which cast shadows, and the fact it was a black opening that was only large enough for one person, turned sideways, to push through.’

‘To push through?’ Fidelma was astonished. ‘You could pass through this narrow opening? Where did it go to?’

‘As I squeezed into the aperture, I could feel the ground began to decline but it was not long . . . not long before I came into another circular chamber. It was only just big enough for a tall man to stand up in. I could feel the roof with the top of my head. In the centre of this chamber was a rectangular oak table. It looked solid. There were carvings on its sides while on the top was an oak wooden fitment for something to rest on. It was almost like an altar that I have seen in the ceremonies of the New Faith.’

Colgú interrupted: ‘When Enda described it to me, I was astonished. I thought I knew this fortress well but I had never seen nor heard of these chambers carved into the rock itself. When he reported it, I asked Enda to take me there and show me.’

‘So you have already been to see this and to view the body of Brother Conchobhar?’

‘Nothing was touched,’ her brother assured her. ‘We left it all as it was.’

‘I also have never heard of chambers or caves in this place,’ Fidelma observed thoughtfully, ‘yet I have spent many hours in the apothecary.’

‘You will see for yourself when Enda takes you there.’

‘But what did you deduce from these chambers?’

‘When I saw the second chamber, I realised that this was where Brother Conchobhar must have stored some of the ritual impedimenta; the priceless relics of our dynasty.’

Fidelma turned back to Enda. ‘You said that there was nothing else in this chamber? So what did you do?’

‘I returned to the other chamber where Brother Conchobhar’s body was. There was nothing more to do and so I climbed back up the ladder into the apothecary.’

‘This was the only way in or out of those chambers below?’

‘Yes.’

‘What then?’

‘I replaced the trap door and moved the chest back on top of it in case someone else came in and was prompted with the same curiosity as I had when seeing the trap door. Then I came straight away to inform the King. We returned there together.’

‘I confirm this,’ Fidelma’s brother agreed. ‘There is little else to say.’

‘The priceless relics, the ritual impedimenta Brother Conchobhar stored – what sort of things would they be?’

‘I suppose the most well known would be the sword of Nuada. Also, other items used on certain occasions at feasts. When not on display, old Brother Conchobhar must have kept them in these chambers. They were beyond price.’

Abruptly, Colgú stopped speaking and his face whitened. His features assumed a look of horror. He sprang up without warning and rushed from his chamber. Even Fidelma was taken aback. She exchanged quick glances with Enda, who shrugged, rose and followed, Fidelma close behind.

Colgú had not gone far. He had entered the great hall of the citadel where the King’s official feastings were always held. Here he hosted not only the princes and nobles of the kingdom but visitors from the other kingdoms as well. Even the High King had been entertained here. It was a long room of red yew panelling, about twice as long as it was wide. At one end was a dais on which the King usually sat in an ancient carved oak chair of office. On either side were less imposing chairs for his advisers and members of his household. When the hall was used for feasting, long wooden tables and benches would be brought in and each guest seated in order of precedence, the shields and banners bearing their family emblems displayed behind them. Now the hall was empty.

Colgú had stopped just inside the door, his eyes focused on one thing. Behind his chair of office, covering most of the wall, hung a great tapestry coloured a bright deep blue on which was an image of a stag rampant picked out in golden thread. It was the symbol of the Eóganacht, the ruling dynasty of Muman. High on the wall in its scabbard, hanging over the great tapestry in a symbolically dominant position, was a sword. The scabbard was intricately worked with precious stones, as was the hilt, the only part of the sword visible. Gold, silver and jewels had not been spared in enhancing the decorations of the scabbard.

Colgú looked at it for a moment and then gave a long sigh, which welled from the depth of his being.

Fidelma had seen the naked blade raised on the few occasions she had attended the ceremony of Beltaine.

‘Well, if robbery were the motive, it was not to steal that,’ she said. Then she hesitated as a thought struck her. ‘Why is it hanging up there?’ she asked. ‘Usually it is not placed there until the council is ready to meet. Since we are considering the matter of theft, are we sure that this sword is genuine?’

Colgú reluctantly drew his gaze away from the sword.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t know much about these rituals but I recall Brother Conchobhar only brought out the sword and hung it in place when the council met at Beltaine.’

Anxiety abruptly changed her brother’s features. He turned to Enda. ‘Fetch a ladder.’

Enda left and quickly returned with a ladder. He climbed up and removed the sword with its scabbard.

Colgú took it from his hand. Fidelma and Enda waited while he released the sword from the scabbard and examined the area around the hilt. The pommel, secured in a silver mesh, was of white quartz, the grianchloch or sunstone emblem of the gods. The crossbar guard was curious, for it was of finely worked bronze, terminating with clenched fists at either end. The fists were turned towards the very pointed end of the blade. At the wrist of the fists on one side was inset a green emerald while on the opposite fist was a red ruby. Colgú peered at the hilt briefly, smiled and handed it back to Enda.

‘You can put it back. That is the sacred sword of Nuada, right enough. That is Frecraid – The Answerer – the symbol of our dynasty. Thankfully, it was hanging safely here and not in Brother Conchobhar’s secret chambers when the attack took place.’

Fidelma was frowning at her brother. ‘Why, when you say that the artefacts were missing, did you not check on this before?’

‘I’ve only just recalled that Brother Conchobhar asked me yesterday if he could hang the sword in the great hall earlier than usual. There were other things on my mind.’

‘Did he give you a reason? Surely that was unusual?’

‘He did say something about the princes arriving, and that it would impress them to see the sword.’

‘So when was it hung there?’

‘Last evening.’

‘Everyone can see it hanging there.’

‘If you are worried about its safety now, I could have a warrior placed here as security,’ Enda offered.

‘I would be happier if it were so,’ Colgú agreed.

‘That would be wise,’ Fidelma agreed, ‘until we have a better understanding of why Brother Conchobhar was killed.’

‘If they wanted to steal the sword, they had only to come in here and take it,’ Enda pointed out.

‘If Brother Conchobhar’s chamber was broken into for the sacred relics then the thieves did not realise it was here,’ Fidelma pointed out softly. ‘But you are saying all the other relics were taken from the apothecary’s hidden chambers?’

‘Yes. Perhaps it was just for their monetary value that the thieves stole the relics,’ Colgú muttered. ‘Perhaps they were satisfied with the items they took.’

‘Anyway, you’d best arrange a guard in the meantime,’ Fidelma reminded him.

‘Very well. I hope the thieves’ motive was financial gain. But the symbolic worth of the sword is infinitely more valuable. Do not forget that Brother Conchobhar was the Keeper of the Sword and many people believe in its sacred symbolism.’

‘Well, the sword is safe enough now. What other artefacts do we know he kept?’ Fidelma asked.

‘All I know is from the story about the old gods and goddesses,’ Colgú said. ‘It is from the same story that we all grew up with about Nuada of the Silver Arm handing the sword, Frecraid, The Answerer, to our ancestor, Eógan Mór, symbolising the sovereignty. You’ll recall that Eógan Mór afterwards declared himself to be the “Servant of Nuada”. We need to solve the crime of Brother Conchobhar’s murder as soon as possible. I hardly need to remind you that the council is due to meet in a few days . . . to witness the ceremony in which the Keeper of the Sword hands it to me to affirm that I am a just and righteous King.’

Fidelma hesitated a moment. ‘Presumably no one else has been told of Brother Conchobhar’s death?’

‘No one so far,’ Colgú assured her immediately.

‘But the guards have been alerted to watch people leaving the fortress,’ Enda pointed out. ‘I have not told them any details, but I have asked them to tell me if there are any suspicious movements of people out of the fortress.’

‘Rumours will spread quickly,’ Fidelma pointed out. ‘If robbery was a reason the apothecary was killed I would have no doubt that those involved would have left the fortress immediately. Has there been any movement at all?’

‘No one of consequence has left the fortress this morning,’ Colgú told her. ‘The guests that were here last evening are still here. Only a few merchants and traders have entered and left.’

She looked at him curiously. ‘Do you suspect that it was only a person of consequence who did this? Why would that be?’

‘Who else would want to steal such things? Only someone who knew the value. An ordinary thief would know he would draw attention to himself if he stole them just to sell them?’

Fidelma hesitated but then realised that her brother was correct in part.

‘I will need a physician to examine the body. It’s a pity Eadulf is absent at Imleach. Who is next qualified as a physician here?’

‘I don’t think a physician’s opinion is necessary, lady,’ interrupted Enda. ‘It is clear that the apothecary was killed by having his skull smashed in from behind by someone wielding a rock.’

‘I would like to make up my own mind,’ Fidelma replied sharply. ‘Also, the law requires a proper examination in a case of murder. Now, you were about to tell me about a physician.’

‘There is a physician that came from Imleach. Dar Luga knows all about him.’

Dar Luga was the airnbertach, or housekeeper, of the royal household and was now considered almost as steward. Colgú had not appointed anyone else to the post since his last steward had been discovered in a conspiracy against him. Fidelma had always thought that Dar Luga deserved the more prestigious title as well as the practical role.

‘Is this physician someone trustworthy?’

‘Who is to say? He has not been here long. He is Brother Laig, who serves as part of the religious community under Abbot Cuán,’ replied Colgú. ‘I can send for Dar Luga and ask her opinion, if you like. I shall have to let her know about Brother Conchobhar’s death sooner or later. It will be her task to organise the obsequies anyway.’

Fidelma saw no objection and so she agreed. It was Enda who went to the door and summoned a guard to ask Dar Luga to join them. A few moments passed before the plump housekeeper arrived.

‘I am told you know the new physician?’ Fidelma began without preamble.

‘Brother Laig? I do so, lady.’

Only Fidelma noticed the corner of the elderly woman’s mouth turned down for a second in disapproval.

‘Is he trustworthy?’ Fidelma pressed.

Dar Luga stared at her for a moment. ‘That is not for me to say, lady. I could only give an opinion of him as a man, but not on his ability as a physician. He came on the instruction of Abbot Cuán with the new religious.’

‘I am told he is now the only physician in the fortress.’

‘I have met him a few times. I have no great opinion of him and if his manners match his abilities, then I would seek other advice if I wanted a physician’s aid. He is arrogant.’

‘But if he was recommended by Abbot Cuán then he must have found some favour with him as a physician.’

‘A physician’s ability is not a mark on the fé but how the worth of his character – good or ill – can be measured. A physician is a man like any other.’

Fidelma frowned for moment, wondering if she was reading an insult into the old woman’s choice of the word fé, or the rod used for measuring a man’s grave.

‘Very well, you have no liking for the man but we are immediately in need of a physician. Can you find him and ask him to report to me at Brother Conchobhar’s apothecary at once?’

Dar Luga hesitated and looked anxious. ‘At Brother Conchobhar’s apothecary? Is a physician needed? Brother Conchobhar has knowledge enough and will not approve. I don’t think there is any friendship between them, lady.’ Then she caught sight of Fidelma’s expression. ‘Is something wrong?’

There was a pause as Fidelma glanced at her brother. He made a grimace. ‘You will know soon enough,’ he said. ‘I am afraid Brother Conchobhar is dead.’

Dar Luga glanced from one to another as if failing to understand. Then she let out a sobbing gasp and took a step backwards as if she was about to fall. Enda moved forward and grabbed a chair with one hand and the woman’s arm with the other, helping to lower her into the seat.

Fidelma turned in annoyance to her brother but he had already taken a mug and filled it with water, handing it to his sister. She put it into Dar Luga’s trembling hand. The plump housekeeper took several swallows, before handing it back.

‘I am sorry,’ Fidelma said, glancing reprovingly at her brother. ‘I am afraid my brother does not have a natural gift for tact.’

‘It is a shock, lady,’ the plump woman replied. ‘I have known Brother Conchobhar for many long years.’

‘We are all sad at this news, Dar Luga. It is a great shock to all of us. We must remember that he was old and that death must come to us all.’

‘But he was so alive and active last time I saw him.’

‘When was that?’

‘Yesterday, in the evening. He was coming from the apothecary with a sack and the sacred sword of Nuada to place it ready for the Feast of Beltaine.’

‘You actually saw him coming from the apothecary carrying the sacred sword?’ Fidelma pressed.

‘The sword of Nuada – Frecraid – The Answerer,’ Dar Luga confirmed.

‘Was he carrying the sword open or in a scabbard or some other covering?’

Dar Luga thought for a few moments. ‘Not in its scabbard. He carried it wrapped in a piece of sacking. But I saw the distinctive hilt. He said he was going to hang it in the great hall ready for the council meeting. He was also carrying a heavy box and asked me if I would look after it until he could pick it up this morning. I said I would keep it in my small room next to the kitchens.’

‘But as to the sword – did anyone else see him or what he was carrying?’

‘There was no one else about.’

‘And that was the last time you saw him – yesterday evening?’

‘It was. But Cainder reported him well this morning. I sent Cainder to him to collect something for me.’

‘Cainder?’ Fidelma demanded, puzzled. ‘Who is Cainder?’

‘She helps me in the kitchens. I was preparing the primchutig, the first meal of the day, when I sent Cainder to fetch something from the apothecary.’

‘Why?’

‘You know well that Brother Conchobhar has a lóbgort, a herb garden of which I am most envious. I needed some cno-mes, hazelnuts, for my dish.’

‘So this girl saw Brother Conchobhar this morning? When was this? Can you be precise?’

‘Not long after first light. It was early and the sun was just rising behind the eastern hills.’

‘She saw him at that time and was all well with him?’

‘So she told me. Anyway, she brought back the nuts I needed.’

Fidelma compressed her lips for a moment in thought. ‘She must have seen him about the same time that I left the fort. I will have a word with her later. Do not tell anyone this news until the King announces it. For now, just send this physician to meet me and Enda at the apothecary.’ She hesitated. ‘Did you say that Brother Conchobhar carried a box? Did he come back for it?’

‘No. As I said, he asked me to take care of it until this morning as it was too cumbersome to carry while he attended to positioning the sword. It was just a metal box. One of those shrine boxes that religious often use. I still have it.’

‘I will want to see it later.’

Dar Luga rose and glanced at the King. ‘Should the rest of the household attendants know that Brother Conchobhar is dead? They all knew and loved him.’

‘We will follow my sister’s orders,’ Colgú told her, trying to adopt a sympathetic tone. ‘After Fidelma has made her examination, I shall summon the guests and their attendants and announce the news. Then the death bell can be rung. You will be wanted to make all the arrangements that are necessary. I shall leave the matter of the obsequies in your hands.’

The housekeeper inclined her head in acknowledgement, turned and left the chamber.

‘And now, Enda,’ Fidelma said, ‘I think it is finally time to show me the scene of poor Brother Conchobhar’s death.’




CHAPTER THREE

[image: Image]

Enda’s description of the state of things in Brother Conchobhar’s apothecary had been very precise. He led Fidelma through rooms already familiar to her, with their claustrophobic and almost choking odours of herbs and musty spices. In the back room, where she knew the apothecary would examine and prepare corpses for burial, there was a chest, which Enda moved aside to reveal a trap door in the floor. Apart from the bolts there was a metal handle that had been carefully inset so that it lay flush with the surrounding boards. Enda bent and quickly lifted the trap to reveal a ladder leading into the semi-gloom below.

‘I’ll go first,’ Enda said. ‘When I brought your brother to see . . .’ He hesitated, and then continued, ‘We left a lantern alight below.’

Fidelma followed him silently down the ladder. She thought she knew every céim, or metre, of the great fortress; every corner to a bas, the width of a man’s palm. Now, standing in this small limestone cave, sunk into the great rock on which Conall Corc had built his royal stronghold three centuries ago, she realised there were strange and hidden places that she did not know. She paused, looking around in surprise at the interior domed roof. The walls and dome itself were not exactly smooth and had clearly been chiselled out with great patience. They were dry, which surprised her. Despite the rains that often beset the rock above, it seemed that no water or dampness permeated this small chamber. The only objects in this chamber were the prone body of Brother Conchobhar and, beside it, a piece of bloody jagged rock.

Fidelma moved forward to kneel and examine her former mentor. He lay face down with his right arm outstretched, his left arm slightly behind him. It was clear he had fallen forwards. She wrinkled her nose in distaste as she saw the mangled flesh and bone on the back of the head and the heavy piece of limestone rock, with its bloody traces, lying by the corpse. It appeared exactly as Enda had described it. There was little she could do. She tightened her expression and rose to her feet.

‘There is nothing I can learn from this until the physician comes,’ Fidelma told Enda. ‘Meanwhile, where is this second chamber you spoke of?’ She peered round curiously, trying to identify the entrance.

‘It is a narrow entrance, lady,’ he replied, pointing to a corner.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘I can’t see anything.’

Enda went to a particularly odd-shaped piece of rock and pointed to it. When she approached, Fidelma realised the curious shadows of the rocky surface, helped by the flickering light of the lantern, caused a distortion that effectively hid the entrance. From the new angle, she could see a dark space which, if a person turned sideways, was just big enough to squeeze through.

‘The other chamber is through there, lady. I would say the tunnel is no more than two or three metres in length but it has a sharp angle turn in it.’

Fidelma was curious. ‘How did you find this concealed passage?’

Enda shrugged. ‘It was as I was examining the walls that I saw the shadow of the entrance.’

‘You took a chance in entering it,’ she commented. ‘What if it had led nowhere and what if you had become caught and unable to exit from it?’

The warrior shrugged. ‘One cannot learn by being timid and not taking chances. Since I did enter the second chamber and have safely returned the question is somewhat irrelevant.’

Fidelma felt a moment of irritation because she prided herself on logic. It was the sort of remark she would have made.

‘Did you also show my brother into this inner chamber?’

‘I showed him what I had found. He was surprised because he did not know of the existence of these chambers.’

Fidelma hesitated a moment. So why had old Brother Conchobhar kept such a secret to himself? She sighed. ‘Let me see this second chamber. You go first and show me the way.’

The narrow connecting entrance was a tight squeeze even for Fidelma to negotiate. It was, however, too short to really be called a passage. Just beyond the entrance, the way suddenly turned at a right angle, which was a means of obscuring the second chamber. It meant that the light from one chamber was effectively hidden from the other. With some twisting, she emerged behind Enda, who had taken the lantern with him. He stood holding it up to illuminate the chamber. She halted and gazed around, even more surprised than she had been by the first chamber.

This chamber was actually panelled in wood. It was as if they had stepped from a cave into a conventional room. The panelling had a reddish reflection in the lantern light. A gauge of the height was that Enda had to duck now and then so as not to bump his head. Looking at the panelling, Fidelma thought it must be of red yew, a wood commonly used for such purpose. The first question that sprang into her mind was how the wood could have been brought through that tight entrance to construct the interior of this chamber.

As she gazed at the panels the answer to her question became apparent. None of the pieces of wood, if disassembled, was too big to have been negotiated individually through the curious entrance. It would have meant painstaking and time-consuming labour but it had evidently been done.

In the centre of the chamber was a rectangular altar-like table, also of red yew wood. On this was a long cushion of some blue silk covering, and she saw an indentation in it about a metre in length. There was no question from the shape of the indentation that a sword had once lain there.

‘We presumed that was where the ceremonial sword was kept when it was not hanging in the council chamber for the special occasions,’ Enda offered. ‘As you see, to the side of the altar there is a chest, but we found it open and empty. The King, your brother, believes that is where the sacred icons were stored and so he deduced the theft.’

Fidelma moved to the chest and lifted the lid. It was certainly empty.

‘What sort of things would you expect to find here?’ she asked.

‘I would expect the sacred cath, the battle emblem of the warriors,’ Enda replied.

Fidelma recalled that the battle emblem, a silver image of a stag rampant, the emblem of the Eóganacht, was carried into battle and had to be paraded deisol, or sun-wise, three times around the army before the battle began. Fidelma had only heard stories about this; she had never witnessed a full-scale battle. As a young girl she remembered hearing how an ascetic religious named Finch of Bra Govan had also carried his cenncathach, a crozier of the Blessed Ailbe, at the head of the army of Muman. Before a battle he had marched three times around the army in a ritual that went back to the time before time. Christianity had to accept these emblems and amend them to fit the New Religion. Also, she recalled, the chalice used by Muman’s first great teacher of the New Faith, Ailbe of Imleach, was regularly displayed on certain days. These items were now missing.

‘Brother Conchobhar would have kept the war banners here, too,’ Enda pointed out. ‘The war banners of the seven princes. See the fixtures there to place the flagpoles where they should stand? But there is nothing here. That is why we realised it was a robbery, lady.’

Fidelma returned her attention to the altar.

On each of the four red yew side panels of this altar-like table were carvings. The central motif was a stag rampant, the symbol of the Eóganacht. The wood seemed to be lovingly tended. She ran a finger over it where she could feel the polish and then raised the finger to her nostril. It smelt as if it had been regularly rubbed with beeswax. She stood back, asking Enda to bring the lantern nearer, the better to see the panels and their carvings.

‘As you see, lady, there is nothing else in here. I have checked,’ Enda said a little defensively.

Fidelma made a fist and knocked on the panels. The sound came back hollow. Then she frowned as a thought struck her. She knelt and began to knock on the panels, listening to the echoes.

‘You think it is hollow, lady?’ ventured Enda.

‘It was worth checking,’ she replied evenly. ‘Did you do so?’

The warrior shook his head. ‘I did not want to desecrate this altar, a revered construction on which the sacred sword was placed.’

‘Well, it is hollow right enough, but is there a means of opening it?’ Fidelma pointed to one end of the rectangular altar. ‘Have you noticed this?’

Enda peered forward. ‘I see only a wooden carving of a stag rampant. What of it?’

‘It stands slightly proud from the wood panel.’

‘Of course, as a carving that is natural.’

‘You do not remark on it being slightly worn and it has scratch marks on it?’

Enda smiled grimly in the flickering half-light. ‘It might be loose. I have not touched it.’

Fidelma knelt down and pushed tentatively at it. Nothing happened. It did not move. She looked at it carefully and then pushed in the other direction. This time it gave a fraction and there was a click. Immediately Fidelma bent forward, instructing Enda to hold the lamp nearer.

The carving had definitely moved. She reached out a hand to the antlers, for that allowed her a better hold on the raised wood. She pushed again. Her efforts were rewarded by another click and the panel seemed to move sideways. This gave her a space to get a purchase and the lower half of the front panel slid along to reveal two long shelves running the length of the altar-like construction.

‘Empty!’ she commented tightly.

‘There is something inside.’ Enda, peering over her shoulder, pointed to a dark corner. ‘Oh, it’s only a piece of parchment.’ He sounded disappointed.

Fidelma did not answer but stretched in as far as she could. It was difficult to reach. Had it not been for the way Enda held the light, the object would
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