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One

Guthbretha Caratniad

(The False Judgements of Caratniad)

The oath of all persons on their deathbed must be believed, for who would lie when faced with eternity?

Most sacred of all deathbed oaths is the sworn testimony of a woman as to the father of her child.

St Patrick’s Day, on the 17th of March in the year 1510, was fine and dry, but an icy wind from the north-east funnelled through the gaps between the small mountains surrounding the kingdom of the Burren and then swept across the stone pavements.

The few trees in the rock-strewn land bent and cracked under its force. Under the ground their roots had braced themselves, year upon year, against the continual winds from the west and the south-west, but now the trees were exposed and vulnerable to this unaccustomed onslaught from the opposite direction. Here and there, in the valleys, they lay on their sides, their crab-like roots still with pieces of broken limestone attached, now clutching nothing but air. The wind had stripped the last blackened seeds of the stately oak and ash from the branches, casting them down on to the fertile earth below, and small green buds, destined to die before maturity, pointed skywards from the uprooted gnarled willows outside the caves at Kilcorney. The dry, bleached grass was flattened by the force of the gale, but in the sheltered valleys and under hedgerows, emerald-green blades showed that the sun’s strength was enough for new growth.

Within the shelter of the high walls around Lemeanah Castle’s courtyard, where the O’Brien clan and their neighbours were celebrating the marriage of Maeve MacNamara and Donal O’Brien, eldest son and heir to the taoiseach, Teige O’Brien, there was enough warmth for the young people to stay outdoors even as sunset approached. Not just the O’Brien clan, but also many of the O’Lochlainns, the O’Connors and the MacNamaras were present. Even King Turlough Donn, ruler of Thomond, Corcomroe and Burren, attended the wedding celebrations of his cousin’s eldest son and so did Mara, his new wife.

Mara was not just the king’s wife, but also the Brehon of the Burren, responsible for law and order within its one hundred square miles, so she knew every family in the kingdom; their history and secrets had been part of her life since she had become Brehon of the Burren fifteen years ago when only twenty-one years old.

She stood at the gate and looked around at the frolicking crowd with affection and amusement. It was almost like a fair. In a sheltered corner by the kitchen house, one of the Lemeanah servants was rapidly baking griddlecakes over a fire, and as fast as the cakes were taken off the flat piece of iron and spread with a lump of yellow butter and a spoonful of golden honey, they were swallowed down. In another corner, a juggler performed his tricks, watched by an appreciative audience of small children, and a wandering bard told a story in a sibilant whisper to a wide-eyed crowd outside the gatehouse.

Mara stopped to listen to him for a minute. He had only been in the Burren for a week but already he seemed to know the place well. Mentions of Balor’s Cave at Kilcorney, less than a mile away from Lemeanah, were interwoven with the story of the malevolent one-eyed god who could kill those he looked at. She hoped the bard would stay. They had many good musicians and singers in the Burren, but a man who could tell a story like that would be an asset to any community.

‘You’re very welcome, Brehon!’ Teige O’Brien came bustling up. ‘The king has already arrived. He’s waiting for you upstairs. You’re looking very well.’

‘A new gown for the wedding,’ said Mara gaily. ‘Turlough chose it. I usually wear green so this red wool is something new for me.’ Her well-fitting gown was stitched at the neck and sleeve cuffs with gold thread and her léine was of bleached linen embroidered with delicate lace.

I must wear red more often, she thought. She knew that it suited her dark hair and olive complexion, knew too that the bloom of early pregnancy lent her an extra beauty, so in high good humour she followed Teige as he escorted her up the steeply winding spiral staircase and into the Great Hall of Lemeanah Castle.

‘A great feast,’ said the king with satisfaction, greeting her with a kiss when she joined him at the window of the Great Hall.

After the month’s honeymoon at Ballinalacken Castle they were both back to their busy working lives, meeting for a few days before parting again. He was due back in his own kingdom of Thomond tonight, she knew, but they would spend the weekend together. She squeezed his hand and he kissed her again. Then he smiled down at the animated scene below. Three men with fiddles were playing a sparkling tune and the young people were rapidly taking hands and lining up for a set dance.

‘It looks as though the whole of the Burren is here,’ he said with satisfaction. He was a man who loved a festival. ‘There’s the O’Lochlainn and his brother, Donogh. And the MacNamara! And the O’Connor! And there’s Malachy the physician with his daughter Nuala. Who’s that woman with Malachy?’

Mara did not reply. She didn’t quite know what to say about Malachy. Her eyes were anxious as they looked at fourteen-year-old Nuala. The child looked depressed, she thought, noting the slumped shoulders and the hanging head. She turned to beckon to her six law-school scholars, who had just finished proffering small gifts to the wedding couple.

‘You can take the boys down to the courtyard now, Fachtnan,’ she said to her eldest scholar.

This would cheer Nuala up; she idolized Fachtnan, and the other boys were like brothers to her. Mara watched from the window until she saw Fachtnan take Nuala by the hand and lead her into the dance. Sighing with relief, Mara had begun to turn back to Turlough when suddenly she noticed a pair of unfamiliar faces.

‘Who are those two men?’ she murmured, knitting her dark eyebrows.

‘Don’t know,’ said Turlough laconically. ‘Which men?’

‘The ones at the gate.’ Mara pushed the window ajar and leaned out with one hand on the stone mullion that divided the window space into two. The westerly sun shone brightly on the entrance gate and lit up the figures of two strongly made dark-haired men. ‘I’ve never seen those two in my life before.’

‘Teige will know. Teige, who are those two men down there talking to your porter?’

‘Blessed if I know.’ Teige, the king’s cousin, joined them. He was a man of about fifty, the same age as Turlough and a great friend of his. He leaned out of the window and then turned back.

‘Seem to be friends of the O’Lochlainn,’ he said. ‘The porter is bringing them over to him.’

‘Hardly friends, he obviously doesn’t know them.’ Mara watched with sharpened interest as the porter steered the two men through the groups and brought them up to the O’Lochlainn taoiseach. Ardal O’Lochlainn was looking puzzled, she noticed. He bent his handsome head of copper-coloured curls down towards the elder of the two men and listened to him courteously. His blue eyes had a startled look after the first few words and he made an abrupt signal to his steward, Liam, and then the four of them moved away from the crowds towards a deserted spot on the outer wall.

‘I wonder what all this is about.’ Her comment was directed at Teige; he should know whether those strangers had been invited to join the wedding party. After all, the king was present and there was at best an uneasy peace between the O’Briens of Thomond, Corcomroe and Burren, and the O’Kellys from nearby Galway. Teige took the hint and moved away instantly. Mara heard him calling down the stairs.

‘You’re just a gossip.’ Turlough’s voice was affectionate. ‘Anyway, you haven’t told me who that woman with Malachy is. Look, he’s partnering her in the dance now. Pretty woman. A bit on the plump side.’

‘Her name is Caireen and she is the widow of a physician from Galway.’

‘From Galway. How did he meet her?’

‘Her husband was some sort of distant relation of poor old Toin, the briuga from Rathborney. I think he came to see Malachy after Toin died and when it became known that Toin had left Nuala a legacy. The physician from Galway was ill himself then and he died soon afterwards. Malachy went to the funeral and apparently he and Caireen became friends.’ Mara’s tone was reserved, but Turlough immediately pounced.

‘And you don’t like her?’

‘Nuala doesn’t like her.’

‘Well,’ said Turlough tolerantly. ‘It must be nearly two years since Nuala’s mother died. The poor fellow can’t remain single forever. Nuala is well provided for. It seems ideal.’

‘It’s not too ideal,’ said Mara curtly. ‘This widow has a son of eighteen years who has almost finished his training to be a physician and another son, a year or two younger, who is well on his way to qualifying. And there is a third son about Nuala’s age who, also, had been his father’s apprentice.’

‘So she’s going to feel crowded out.’ Turlough sounded sympathetic.

‘The O’Lochlainn is leaving those men now and coming indoors. But Liam is staying with them.’ Mara didn’t want to discuss Nuala with so many listening ears around. Her sympathy was with the girl. She closed the window and turned back into the room to cross over to where the young couple sat. The bride, Maeve, had been under her care after the death of the girl’s father and Mara was touched by the bliss that she could see on the small kitten-like face.

‘I wish you all the happiness in the world,’ she said, kissing the girl and patting the young man on the shoulder. ‘You are having a lovely spring day for your wedding. Have you all the alterations finished to your house at Shessymore?’

‘We have, Brehon,’ said Donal, standing up respectfully. ‘We hope that you will be one of our first visitors.’

‘I certainly will,’ said Mara heartily.

The door to the stairway opened and Ardal O’Lochlainn entered. Ardal was always the soul of courtesy, but it was obvious from the way that he stood there, with his eyes fixed on Mara, that he wanted a word. With a few more expressions of goodwill, Mara left the young couple and made her way across the room.

Ardal didn’t look well, she noticed instantly. In fact, he looked like a man who had received a bad shock.

‘Brehon, I’m sorry to disturb you,’ he said quietly, ‘but I wonder whether you could spare me a few minutes.’

‘Of course, Ardal. Shall we go somewhere private?’

She observed that quite a few of the guests were eyeing him with curiosity. Teige’s steward came in and murmured to his master; Mara noticed how the O’Brien taoiseach seemed to stiffen with alarm or perhaps it was astonishment.

Ardal bowed. ‘You are very good.’ He turned to go back out of the room, holding the door open for her.

Mara saw Turlough take a step forward, but she deliberately did not look at him, or beckon him to join them. This was a problem that she had to deal with on her own. Ever since their marriage, and especially as he knew that she was expecting a baby, Turlough seemed to want to share all of her burdens, to treat her like a piece of precious Venetian glass, but she was determined to carry on doing her job for as long as she could. The baby was due in July; her scholars would have departed for the summer holidays by then and Fergus, the Brehon of the neighbouring kingdom of Corcomroe, would look after Burren as well during July. By September she would be fit and well again and would be able to resume her duties as Brehon and as ollamh, professor, of the law school of Cahermacnaghten.

After closing the door quietly behind them both, Ardal led the way downstairs. Next to the main doorway there was a small room with an iron brazier filled with glowing pieces of turf burning on the floor under the window. Usually it was occupied by a couple of men-at-arms, but today these were enjoying themselves outside in the courtyard. They would be quite private in here with the door closed against the noisy crowd.

‘What’s the trouble, Ardal?’ Mara looked anxiously at his troubled blue eyes. She had never seen him look like that. He always seemed to go through life with an air of serene unconcern.

‘I’ve had a bit of a shock, Brehon.’ He ran his hand rapidly through his red-gold curls and turned a bewildered face towards her.

‘Has it something to do with these two men I saw come up to you in the courtyard?’

He nodded. ‘They come from the Aran, from Inisheer, the eastern island.’

‘A long and difficult journey in a wind like this.’ Mara eyed him carefully.

‘They set out yesterday and they had to turn back. The weather was a bit better today so they tried again. They’ve been rowing since dawn.’ Ardal seemed to be talking for the sake of talking. That was unlike him; he normally said little unless it was to the point.

‘So they must have had a strong reason for coming?’

‘They brought a letter...’ Ardal hesitated. ‘Would you like to see them, Brehon, and hear the story that they have to tell?’

‘Perhaps it would be better for you to tell me what it’s all about first, Ardal. Then I could talk with them if that’s what you would like me to do.’ Mara’s voice was firm. It was obvious that Ardal had been told the reason for the errand and it would be quicker to get the information from him than from two strange men.

Ardal squared his shoulders. ‘Well, to make a long story short, Brehon, they came to tell me that the younger man, Iarla is his name – he’d be about twenty, I’d suppose. Well, they came to tell me that he is my son.’

‘What!’ Mara was startled out of her usual calm.

Ardal nodded. ‘That’s right, my son.’

‘But how?’

‘Oh, they can give chapter and verse all right,’ said Ardal bitterly. ‘This boy was born in December 1489 and I visited Aran in the Easter of 1489. I went with King Turlough, God bless him. Of course, he wasn’t king then, not even tánaiste, but King Conor, his uncle, had sent him to collect the rents and I went with him and so did Teige. We were just three young men – I was under twenty myself – and, like all young men, we were out for a good time.’

‘And you found the island women accommodating.’ Mara’s grin was tolerant.

Ardal nodded. ‘I remember his mother all right,’ he said uncomfortably. ‘She was the blacksmith’s wife. The blacksmith was drunk, completely drunk; he looked as if he wouldn’t wake up for an age.’

‘Was she pretty?’

‘Very. She had hair redder than my own and a pair of lovely grey eyes. I remember her well,’ admitted Ardal. ‘So will Teige, I’d say, but don’t mention it in front of his wife. He was already married at the time.’

‘So you had intercourse with her.’ Mara’s tone was brisk. She had to establish the facts, though she knew that he was taken aback at her directness.

‘That was the way of it.’

‘But you heard no more from her?’

Ardal shook his head. ‘I forgot all about it a few days later,’ he confessed. ‘I was just a lad and I suppose I hoped that nothing would come of it.’

‘But why turn up now? Let me guess. The blacksmith has died.’

‘He died a few years ago. No, it’s the mother who has died. She made a deathbed confession.’

‘Naming you as father of this boy, Iarla?’

‘Naming me as father.’ Ardal bowed his head and repeated dully, ‘Naming me as father in her confession to the priest. The priest has sent me a letter. He writes down the date of the boy’s baptism – just about nine months after I lay with the mother.’

‘I see,’ said Mara. ‘Of course the law does say that if a woman names a man as father to her child on her deathbed, then her word should be believed. The idea is that no one will tell a lie to a priest on his or her deathbed. I must say that it is something that I have always had difficulty with. My experience is that a mother’s love for her first-born may be stronger than her fear of hell. She might even reason that God would forgive a mother for doing the best for her son.’

And, of course, she thought, this would be a splendid prize for any boy to inherit. Ardal was by far the richest taoiseach on the Burren. The O’Lochlainns had been kings of the Burren in the past, before it was conquered by the O’Briens of Thomond. The land, of course, was clan land and should go to the taoiseach of the clan as well as many of the sheep and cattle. Ardal, however, had a large personal fortune amassed by breeding and selling horses and by his efficiency as a farmer and this would be a rich prize for any heir, even if Iarla were not declared to be the tánaiste. Ardal, of course, would be aware of all this.

‘But does the law say that I must recognize this boy as my son?’ There was a note of deep distaste in his voice.

‘I would be cautious for the moment, Ardal. Admit nothing. Say little. Leave this to me. Now, I think, since I know the facts about the matter, this might be the moment for me to meet this Iarla.’ Suddenly a thought struck her. ‘But who is the older man? You said that the blacksmith is dead.’

‘That’s the present blacksmith from Inisheer. He’s the brother of the boy’s father, or previously acknowledged father.’

‘I see,’ said Mara. ‘Interesting that he comes here with the boy! You would not imagine a man would welcome his brother being known as a cuckold.’

‘Shall I bring them in so that you can speak with them?’ Ardal winced slightly at her plain speaking, but tried to sound detached.

‘Yes, do that, Ardal.’

This should be interesting, she told herself. There seemed to be something odd about the story.

When Ardal returned, Mara was not surprised to see that he was accompanied by Liam as well as the two strangers. Liam had been steward to Ardal, and to Ardal’s father before him. He was a strong, active man, reputedly about sixty, though he looked a good ten years younger. Ardal relied on Liam, not just for managing his estate and its revenues, but also for companionship.

What a shame that Ardal had not remarried, thought Mara. If he had married again ten years ago, after the death of his young wife, and now had a string of sons ready to inherit his lands and fortune, then this young Iarla might never have bothered turning up on his doorstep. No doubt the story of Ardal’s wealth and his childlessness had penetrated to the Aran Islands.

‘This is Iarla, Brehon, and this is his uncle, Becan.’ Liam made the introductions with aplomb, but like his master, he looked shocked.

‘Sit down, Iarla, and you, Becan.’ But before she could move, Liam, efficient as always, proffered the only chair in the room to Mara and pulled out two stools for the men. Then he went and stood quietly beside his master who was leaning against the wall.

‘I’ve heard the purpose of your arrival,’ said Mara, addressing Iarla directly. ‘When did you first hear this tale?’

He flushed angrily. The word ‘tale’ had stung.

‘Three days ago,’ he said briefly.

‘At the deathbed of your mother?’ Mara softened her voice. It was not for her to take one side or the other, she reminded herself. The fact that she was fond of Ardal and had known him since they were both young should have no place in this enquiry.

Iarla nodded.

‘Tell me about it.’ As he launched into the explanation she studied him carefully. There was no look of Ardal about him. He was below medium height, with dark hair, a swarthy skin, heavy nose and a full-lipped mouth.

‘Thank you,’ she said as he finished. ‘Now, can I see the letter from the priest?’

He fumbled under his arm. Over the léine he wore a short jacket of unsheared sheepskin. It seemed to have some sort of pouch sewn to the inside of that. The package, when he finally extracted it, was completely wrapped in oilskin and he took some time to unfold this, putting the skin carefully aside before handing the sheet of vellum to her. A fisherman, obviously, well used to protecting important goods from the damage of the Atlantic salt water.

And this document was important. Mara read it to herself and then aloud. The letter was well written and referred to the ‘ancient law of the land of Ireland’ and stated that a woman had confessed her sin on her deathbed and had named Iarla as the son, not of her husband, but of Ardal O’Lochlainn, taoiseach of the O’Lochlainn clan of the Burren. The priest, in priest-like fashion, was ‘confident that this young man would be instated as the only son of the taoiseach and given all of the rights and privileges that came from that position.’

Mara folded the letter and looked up. Ardal’s face was now well under control and showed no emotion. Liam looked openly suspicious.

‘How did the priest know that the O’Lochlainn had no son yet?’ he demanded truculently.

Mara bit back a smile. The whole of the Burren had been trying to marry off Ardal for the last ten years. It was indeed possible that the story of his childlessness had penetrated as far as Aran. Liam, however, had not finished.

‘I’ve seen you before,’ he went on, pointing to Becan. ‘You were selling fish at the Imbolc fair, here on the Burren, six weeks ago. I remember your face.’

‘No crime in that.’ Becan’s voice was deep and hoarse.

‘But you said you were a blacksmith.’

‘I do a bit of this and a bit of that.’ Becan shrugged, spreading his hands out in the island fashion.

He had more of a look of a blacksmith than of a fisherman, thought Mara. His hands and arms were huge and he had several burn marks on his face as well as his hands. She decided to say nothing though, just to watch and listen.

‘And if you are a fisherman,’ continued Liam, jutting his chin aggressively, ‘why sell fish here in Burren? Why not in Corcomroe – wouldn’t that be nearer for you with a long journey to go back to the island? Why walk all the way to the Burren? You had no horse, not even a donkey. I remember seeing you on the road near our place.’

‘Why not?’ Becan stared back.

‘I know why,’ said Liam triumphantly. ‘You had heard about the O’Lochlainn and you decided to come to have a look for yourself. You picked up all the news and you went to have a look at the O’Lochlainn’s tower house. Don’t deny it. It wasn’t on your road back to Doolin. You were having a good look around Lissylisheen when I saw you.’

I wonder whether this is a fraud, thought Mara. It’s beginning to look like that. Aloud she said gently, ‘What was wrong with your mother, Iarla? Why did she die? She was still a young woman, wasn’t she?’

‘She had a lump in her breast,’ said the young man sullenly.

‘So she knew for quite a while that she was going to die,’ said Mara quietly.

She cast a quick glance at Iarla. He had the massive shoulders and well-developed arms of Becan, but he did not look as if he had recently worked at the forge. There were no burn marks on either hands or face. Of course, there would have been very little work for a blacksmith in Aran. As far as she knew there were no deposits of iron in the limestone. Even in the Burren itself there was no iron: Fintan MacNamara, the blacksmith, had to get his from Corcomroe. Mara hadn’t been to Aran for several years, but she remembered it very clearly. Everything there was made from stone; there were no gates anywhere; the field gaps were opened and closed by the simple method of moving some of the large stones from the slanting herringbone pattern of the walls. The blacksmith’s work would consist purely in making cooking pots and perhaps shoes for the few horses that existed on the island.

‘So the blacksmith business belonged to you and your brother?’ she addressed Becan.

‘That’s right, Brehon,’ he said gruffly. ‘And our father before him.’ He looked at her suspiciously, and, when she didn’t reply, he said aggressively. ‘So what’s going to happen now? I have to go back to Aran as soon as possible and I want to see this affair settled. The priest said that Iarla would have to be taken in by the O’Lochlainn. There’s nothing for him on the island; his three sisters have their own families to look after and so do I.’

So it was as she suspected. If there were a suspicion that the boy was not his brother’s son, then Becan would feel no duty to share the meagre income of the blacksmith’s business with him. Mara glanced at Ardal. He was a man of principle and of honour. His own convenience would never form part of a reason for a decision. His eyes met hers, but there was doubt in them. He glanced over at Iarla, looking at him curiously and intently. Iarla flushed, a warm tide of red flooding under the sea-tanned skin. He was a handsome lad in a dark swarthy way, thought Mara, eyeing him with interest. His eyes stared defiantly back.

‘What is the position now, Brehon?’ Ardal addressed her with his usual courtesy.

‘Two things have to be taken into consideration,’ said Mara, mentally scanning through the dusty piles of law texts and judgement scrolls that filled the shelves and wooden presses of Cahermacnaghten. ‘The first is the sworn deathbed testimony of the mother, witnessed by a priest, that Iarla, here, is the son of Ardal O’Lochlainn. However, secondly, it must be borne in mind that this was a married woman. No doubt during the Eastertide and the weeks that followed, this woman had intercourse with her lawful wedded husband. It would have been strange if she did not do so. She herself might honestly have believed that Iarla was the fruit of her brief intimacy with the O’Lochlainn; a taoiseach – and you were already taoiseach at the time, were you not, Ardal? – would seem a romantic father for her son. This does put a doubt in my mind. As well as that –’ Mara looked very directly at the young man – ‘there is no physical likeness between Iarla and Ardal. In fact, I can say, since I know all of the O’Lochlainn’s family, that I don’t think that I have met any dark-haired members. The red hair seems to persist. What was the colour of your mother’s hair, Iarla?’

‘It was red,’ he muttered.

‘I see,’ said Mara, ‘and of course, two red-haired parents would seem to forecast a red-headed child.’

She looked at him carefully. No, he had no resemblance at all to Ardal: the features were quite different. Ardal had a white-skinned face with a straight, well-cut nose, a high forehead and thin, fastidious lips, whereas Iarla was dark with a swarthy skin, dark eyes and a blunt, fleshy nose. However, she knew that this would only be enough to cast a doubt. The law was very clear; a deathbed confession had always to be believed.

‘I think I need some time to decide on this question; perhaps I could appoint a time in two weeks at Poulnabrone. Poulnabrone is our judgement place,’ she informed the two men from Aran.

‘And in the meantime, perhaps you would like to stay with me at Lissylisheen,’ said Ardal, trying to force a note of hospitality into his voice. ‘And you, Becan, until the high seas die down.’

The two men looked at each other and then Becan nodded an off-hand acceptance.

There was an awkward silence for a moment. Becan looked from one to the other. ‘Well, perhaps in the meantime we’ll go back and join the party and let you talk it over,’ he said, grabbing the young man by the sleeve and leading him from the room.

‘I think it might be an idea to send someone over to Aran to investigate,’ said Mara as the door closed behind the two. ‘I could send Fachtnan and Enda. They would do it very well and it would be good experience for them. I’d be interested to hear whether the mother ever spoke of the possibility that Iarla was not her husband’s son, or indeed, whether she had ever mentioned any other possibility for a father.’

‘I’ll go with them, Brehon, if you like,’ offered Liam. ‘We’re not too busy at the moment.’

‘Thank you, Liam, but I think that I will send Cumhal. He’ll enjoy the trip.’ Cumhal was her farm manager. He was an immensely busy man supervising and planning all the work on the farm and assisting the Brehon with the scholars’ out-of-school activities, but she would feel happiest to entrust nineteen-year-old Fachtnan and seventeen-year-old Enda to him. It was kind of Liam to offer, but she felt neither Liam, nor any of the O’Lochlainn clan, should be involved in this fact-finding mission. Justice had to be seen to be impartial.

‘I just don’t feel that he is my son,’ said Ardal thoughtfully. ‘There is nothing there when I look at him, no gesture, no expression, no feature.’

‘He looks more like his uncle, the blacksmith.’ Liam eyed her hopefully.

‘I’ll study my law texts,’ promised Mara.

‘And if the worst comes to the worst,’ said Liam with a grim smile on his lips, ‘I can always take him back to the island and toss him to the fishes.’


Two

Audacht Morainn

The Testament of Morann

‘Let him (the king) not elevate any judge unless he knows the true legal precedents.’

One of the most important decisions that a king must make is in the appointing of a Brehon (judge) to administer justice in the kingdom.

A Brehon must be a person of virtue and integrity as well as having a deep knowledge of all things pertaining to the law.

‘Brehon!’

‘Mara!’

The two voices almost blended. Mara stood up rapidly. Already her magnificent white wolfhound, Bran, had bounded to his feet and with head raised was sniffing the air. Mara put her hand on his collar and then released it. In the distance she saw Fachtnan, her eldest scholar, and Nuala, the physician’s daughter, crossing the clints of shining limestone. She waved and then heaved a sigh. There was some crisis for her to deal with. Her peace would soon be at an end.

‘Wait, Bran,’ she said, signalling to him to lie down again.

It was Thursday. School had finished, the day was fine and she was snatching a half-hour’s gardening, moving some eight-petalled celandines to fill in the gaps in the shining ribbon of gold that wove its way through the hazel wood beside her garden.

Mara’s garden was her pride, her joy and the place where she did her thinking. Today as she placed soft piles of vivid green moss around the clumps of butter-pale primroses, shortened the thorny branches of the pale-pink dog rose, dug up the scattered brass-coloured celandine plants, and cleared the dead leaves from where the bluebells had begun to spear their way through the woodland soil, her mind had been busy with the problem of Ardal and these sudden and unexpected visitors from the Aran Islands.

Becan, according to Brigid, her housekeeper, had left Lissylisheen yesterday afternoon. The wind had died down and he’d planned to spend the night at Doolin and make the sea crossing this morning. Iarla was staying on at the tower house of Lissylisheen, and was, according to Brigid, making a nuisance of himself, following Liam around from barn to farm. Ardal had taken some horses to sell in Galway so Liam had been left to play the host. Possibly not the best of arrangements, thought Mara. Perhaps she should have invited the young man to stay at the guesthouse at the school. However, Ardal had issued the invitation, and maybe it would be good if he were to get to know the boy for a week or two before judgement was announced at Poulnabrone.

By the time that Mara reached her own gate, Fachtnan, closely followed by Nuala, had just vaulted the last low stone wall before the road that ran in front of Cahermacnaghten Law School and the Brehon’s house, a hundred yards away from the school. The news was not too serious, she thought, looking at the two young faces. For a moment she had been afraid that something was wrong with Malachy – Fachtnan had gone over to the physician’s house after school to deliver a request from Brigid to Malachy for some ointment for a farm worker’s arm. However, though their faces were serious, neither looked particularly distressed.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Mara, opening the gate and standing back to allow them to come in.

‘You’ll be shocked,’ warned Nuala.

‘We got a shock,’ said Fachtnan. ‘Nuala was great. She just got straight down on her knees and started to examine him.’

‘What! Has there been an accident?’ Mara’s mind immediately flew to her six scholars. Ten-year-old Shane and thirteen-year-old Hugh had gone to help her neighbour, Diarmuid, with the lambing; Enda was studying in the scholars’ house; Aidan and Moylan were sowing oats with Cumhal. All should be safe.

‘Not an accident.’ Nuala was watching her face carefully. ‘Definitely not an accident.’

‘Who is it?’ Mara was getting exasperated and it showed in her voice.

‘We were just trying to break it gently,’ said Nuala reproachfully. ‘It’s that fellow from the Aran Islands.’

‘Iarla,’ added Fachtnan. ‘The lad who claims to be O’Lochlainn’s son.’

‘And he’s been injured?’ But Mara knew it was more than that. ‘Killed?’ she queried.

Nuala nodded. ‘Not recently, either. He’s cold and stiff. He’s lying in front of Balor’s Cave at Kilcorney.’

‘I see,’ said Mara. Her heart sank. Mechanically she went back and put her trowel and her leather gloves into her small basket and replaced them in the small stone cabin beside her house. She took her fur-lined cloak from the peg behind the front door of the house, but kept on her heavy boots. The way across to Kilcorney was rough with great slabs of stone and tumbled rock; it was no place for fine leather shoes, especially for a woman who was five months pregnant.

‘Don’t take Bran,’ said Fachtnan suddenly and she understood his feeling. She vividly remembered the other occasion when Bran’s howls had signalled a dead body and the repercussions for the law school from that discovery.

‘Put him back in the stables, then,’ she said. ‘Oh, and just run and tell Brigid that I am going over to Kilcorney, Fachtnan. Tell her that I should be back for supper. Nuala and I will start going and you can catch us up.’

‘Father is with him. He said that he would wait until you came,’ said Nuala as they crossed the field, stepping over the grykes where the violets and primroses were blooming in the small crevices between the slabs of stone. Her face grew angry when she mentioned her father, but cleared when Fachtnan came bounding across the clints, his nail-studded boots striking sparks off the huge slabs of limestone.

The body of the young man from Aran lay half concealed by an upturned willow just beside the entrance to Balor’s Cave. Mara could understand why no one had seen him before now; he was quite hidden from the lane and, in fact, the lane itself was a deserted one, running along for about a hundred yards with only a single cottage on it and ending at the cave.

‘How did you find him?’ she asked Fachtnan, after a murmured greeting to Malachy.

‘Nuala saw a flock of ravens and she thought that they might be attacking some newborn lambs so we turned down,’ he said. ‘They hadn’t attacked the body yet; probably the branches of the willow made them worry about a trap, but I stayed while Nuala went to fetch Malachy. Then when he arrived, we both went to fetch you.’

‘He was killed by someone thrusting a knife or a sharpened stick into his eye,’ announced Malachy. ‘Look.’ He pointed to the mass of blackened blood that crusted over one of the eyes. He gave a quick look around. ‘Strange, isn’t it, to find a man with only one eye outside Balor’s Cave? This will get people scared.’

‘No,’ said Nuala sharply. ‘No, it wasn’t like that at all. You’ve got it all wrong.’

‘What do you mean?’ Malachy rounded on his daughter angrily.

‘Explain yourself, Nuala.’ Mara’s tone was crisp. Obviously relationships between father and daughter were poor, but the first consideration now had to be this murder. Let them fight it out afterwards, thought Mara irritably. Malachy’s half-suggestion that this death was due to supernatural powers was a particularly silly one, she thought, looking at him with disfavour, and then turning back to Nuala.

‘There’s not enough blood,’ said Nuala in a matter-of-fact way. She knelt on the ground beside the body. ‘If he had been stabbed in the eye while he was still living, the blood would have poured out. It would have stained his face, soaked his clothes right down the front and probably soaked the ground too. Look, this is what killed him.’

Carefully she put her hand on the shoulder and eased the stiff body over until it lay on its front and then pointed to a large circular wound on the back of the head. There was sticky black blood on the back of the neck and it had soaked into the sheepskin jacket and the white léine below.

‘I’d say that was done with a heavy club or stick,’ continued Nuala. ‘The only strange thing is that I would also have expected blood to be on the ground, but I suppose it all bled into the clothing.’ She gave a slightly dissatisfied look at the corpse and at the earth around it and then rose to her feet, dusting her hands. ‘But it has to be the head, it couldn’t be the eye. That was done after death.’

Malachy said nothing. He compressed his lips and his dark eyes were angry, but he did not disagree. Mara felt convinced by Nuala’s explanation, but thought it would not be tactful to take sides. There was enough trouble between the two of them at the moment and, although her sympathy was with Nuala, in a way Turlough was right. Why should Malachy not get married again after mourning his dead wife for two years? It was just a pity that the woman he chose had one son ready to finish his medical apprenticeship, another nearly ready and a third coming up. This would make three physicians in the family before Nuala was able to qualify.

‘I wonder whether the basket maker would lend us a cart?’ she said aloud.

She looked towards the solitary cottage; Dalagh the basket maker had a large family of children; it was surprising that neither they nor he, nor his wife, had arrived to see what was happening.

‘There’s no one there,’ said Fachtnan. ‘I went straight to the cottage when we found the body. I thought he might take a message, but he was gone and his cart is gone too. I shouted across the field to Fiachra O’Lochlainn – he’s ploughing over there – and he told me that Dalagh set off at about midday with the cart loaded up with baskets and the children went with them.’

‘I see,’ said Mara. ‘Well, we can’t disturb Fiachra in the middle of the ploughing so you’ll have to be messenger again, Fachtnan. I think Lissylisheen is the nearest place. Would you go and ask Ardal or Liam to send a cart. Just say that there’s been an accident and that I sent you. Nuala, would you like to go with Fachtnan?’

‘You haven’t asked for the time of death.’ Nuala’s voice was sullen and she gave her father a challenging look.

‘What’s the time of death then?’ Mara hadn’t forgotten, but thought that it might be more sensitive to ask that of Malachy once Nuala had departed. Nuala in her present mood was bound to disagree with Malachy, and it was always a difficult point to know how long a murdered person had lain there by the time of discovery. There were so many factors to take into account such as the heat of the sun, the cooling properties of a wind, the stiffness of the body.

‘Early this morning,’ said Nuala promptly.

‘I agree,’ said Malachy in an off-hand way.

Nuala shot him a suspicious look.

‘Good. Well, off you go, you two,’ said Mara hurriedly. ‘I’ll stay here with the body. Malachy, would you be kind enough to go over to Kilcorney Church? Ask Father O’Byrne if we may bring Iarla over to lie in the church.’

In a moment, all three had gone and she was left alone with the body. A solitary raven flew back and perched overhead, but she ignored it. It would not attack while a living person was present. She bent down and examined the eye injury. She was inclined to think that Nuala was right. There was not a lot of blood; nevertheless, the eye was completely destroyed. Like the god Balor, Iarla was now one-eyed.

There would be a certain amount of superstitious awe about this death, she thought. Balor was an ancient Celtic god, notable for his one eye, who could kill anyone it looked upon. He lost his second eye as a child when watching his father’s druid preparing poisonous spells, the fumes of which rose into one of his eyes, but as he grew the remaining one took on strange powers. His eye was normally kept closed; it could only be opened on the battlefield by four men using a handle fitted to his eyelid. It was prophesied that he would be killed by his own grandson so he imprisoned his only daughter in a crystal tower. However, her lover climbed in, released her and she gave birth to triplets. When Balor heard of this he ordered the triplets be thrown into the ocean. One, Lugh, was saved and he defeated Balor on the battlefield. At the moment of death, Balor’s eye opened and it burned through the ground and formed a series of underground lakes and caves. This was thought to be the origin of the underground lakes and caves that lay beneath the surface of the Burren.

When Mara was a child, no one would go near Balor’s Cave. The lane was deserted and the low-lying marshy acres around it were filled with nothing but old gnarled willows. As soon as Ardal O’Lochlainn became taoiseach he set to work to reclaim this part of his inheritance. He and his steward Liam started to clear out the cave of the boulder clay that had been deposited there and when his men saw that no harm had come to them, they joined in. The boulder clay had been deposited in ridges; cabbages, leeks and onions grown on the ridges; and the cave itself, with its constantly cool temperature, was used for storage of the vegetables. The swampy ground around had been turned into a garden for sallies, or willows, and Ardal had built a cottage and installed a basket maker there. This had all happened almost twenty years ago.

And now a foul murder had taken place at this spot.

But why did it happen?

Mara sat on the rough bark of the upturned willow and looked with pity at the body of the young man. No one deserved a sudden violent death like this, least of all a young man on the threshold of adulthood. If any sin was committed, it lay at his mother’s door. He could not be blamed for trying his fortune once the opportunity presented itself. He had arrived, told his story and within three days he was dead.

But who had killed him?

And was that story the reason for the murder?

For the moment only one name presented itself and that thought was so shocking and so unlikely that she felt reluctant to grapple with it. She got to her feet and began to pace up and down, but the name could not be dislodged. Only Ardal O’Lochlainn benefited from this death. He had not wanted this young man, had not believed that Iarla was his son.

‘No sign of the priest, but the church is open.’ Malachy had approached quietly. ‘I had a look,’ he continued, ‘and the trestle and planks are there since the burial of old Pádraig last Tuesday. We can still bring the body to the church and perhaps get someone to stay until the priest arrives.’

‘There’s the cart coming now.’ Mara went to the head of the laneway and stood watching. One of Ardal’s workers drove it; he and Liam followed on horseback.

‘This is a shocking thing, Brehon.’ Ardal swung his leg neatly over the horse’s back and tossed the reins to Liam. His face looked concerned, not devastated, but then he had no real reason to mourn the death of this unexpected new arrival.

‘What happened? Was it a fight?’ He walked straight over and stood looking down. ‘Poor lad,’ he added, not waiting for an answer to his questions. There was a genuine-sounding note of pity in his voice.

‘Shall we bring him to Kilcorney Church, Brehon?’ Liam had now dismounted. ‘There’s no reason to bring him over to Noughaval, is there? What do you think, my lord?’

‘What do you think, Brehon?’ Ardal looked at her doubtfully.

Noughaval was the church where the O’Lochlainn family were buried. No, thought Mara, there was no real reason to bring this young Iarla to Noughaval. Nothing had been ratified about his birth and his birthright. That would have been done at Poulnabrone. Now there was no necessity to send Fachtnan and Enda over to Aran on a fact-finding mission, no necessity for Mara to consult her law texts and, perhaps, to be forced into giving a verdict that went against her commonsense and intuition. Things had worked out well, except for the awful reality of a brutal and unacknowledged killing and a young life cut short.

‘Kilcorney seems the obvious place,’ said Malachy quietly.

Liam looked at him with an approving nod. Ardal glanced from one to the other and then back at Mara, waiting for her consent.

‘Yes, I agree, Kilcorney is the obvious place.’ Mara looked keenly at Ardal as she said that, but his handsome face showed no strong emotion, whether of relief or regret; Ardal was his usual sensible, practical and energetic self, prepared to do anything that would help to tidy up this situation.

‘Why do you say a fight?’ she asked quietly.

Ardal looked startled. ‘Well, I assumed that was what had happened. It looks like that. Someone has stuck a dagger into him.’

Malachy, she noticed, did not mention Nuala’s assertion that the man had been killed by a blow to the head. Mara had found Nuala’s argument convincing, but she said nothing; it was for her, as Brehon of the Burren, to gather the evidence and to find the truth. For the moment she would just listen and observe. After all, it was a reasonable guess that it had been a fight. Most deaths in the kingdom occurred as a result of fights between hot-headed young men from rival clans.

‘There was some trouble at the wedding the other day.’ Liam joined them at the side of the body. ‘You remember, Brehon – the wedding at Lemeanah on Monday. This lad got very drunk. He was fighting mad. I saw him myself. The O’Brien steward told me that a couple of them had to hold him down. They doused him with a pail of water...’ His voice tailed off and he dropped to his knees beside the body.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph.’ Liam’s voice was loud and harsh. He crossed himself rapidly. ‘Lord save us and bless us. Here we have a man lying outside Balor’s Cave and him with only one eye. It couldn’t be...’

‘You mean Balor, don’t you? Just what I was thinking myself,’ said Malachy with a quick sideways glance at Mara.

‘Not that I believe in these old stories or anything...’

‘No, I wouldn’t either, but...’

‘Strange things happen though,’ said Liam with relish. ‘There was a fellow down at Ballymurphy – this was a long time ago. Anyway, this man dug up a thorn tree in the centre of a field, a lone thorn tree, and, you wouldn’t believe this, but he was found dead in the very same field seven days later.’

‘That’s right,’ said Malachy. ‘I’ve heard that story. Of course you’ve heard the story about the man who was so drunk going home. He was seen going down this lane. People thought afterwards that he went down the cave thinking that it was his own house. Whatever happened, he never was seen again in the parish. Nothing was found of him, but two months later the pouch that he was wearing was found in the churchyard at Kilcorney.’

‘Tell me about the fight.’ It was time to put a stop to this, Mara thought, though even as she said the words, she was conscious that this fight had taken place on Monday and now it was Thursday.

‘Some of the young lads.’ Liam’s voice was off-hand, but he cast a swift glance at Ardal. ‘Not sure who they were,’ he finished.

That’s probably a lie, thought Mara. Liam knew everyone on the Burren and he was the greatest gossip in the kingdom. He would make it his business to know. And why was he looking at Ardal like that? It seemed very unlikely that Ardal would have lowered his dignity to fight with Iarla. She made a mental note to ask her scholars. The four older ones, Fachtnan, Enda, Moylan and Aidan had stayed on at the party after she had taken young Hugh and Shane home with her. Turlough had wished to ride to Thomond that night so Mara had not wanted to stay late. She had confided the four older scholars to Cumhal and had taken the two youngest and departed at the same time as Turlough.

‘So when did you see Iarla last?’ She addressed her question to both men, but Ardal looked enquiringly at Liam.

‘I had supper with him last night,’ said Liam. ‘Himself –’ he indicated Ardal with a nod of the head – ‘was still in Galway so we didn’t hold the meal for him.’

‘And what time did you get back, Ardal?’

‘Shortly after compline; I know I heard the bell from the abbey when I was near to Poulnabrone.’

Ardal’s reply was quick and decisive. Mara had a feeling that he had been ready for this question.

‘Must have been quite dark,’ she commented.

‘A great moon last night.’ Liam had the answer before Ardal said anything.

‘And neither of you saw him this morning. That was strange, surely?’

‘Not really: we saw little of him in the morning, isn’t that right, my lord? He didn’t leave his bed too early. Of course he had nothing much to do during the day so he could afford to lie on. Eating, drinking, sleeping, that’s how he’s spent the last few days.’ Liam’s tone was dismissive and contemptuous. He was not going to mourn the dead boy, that much was obvious.

‘Should the uncle be told?’ asked Ardal. ‘I can send a message by the ferryman. He’ll be making the crossing first thing tomorrow morning.’

‘That would be best,’ said Mara. An enterprising man in Doolin, in the kingdom of Corcomroe, ran a ferry a couple of times a week between Aran and the mainland. This enabled the Aran Islanders to barter fish and wool for turf, fuel that their island lacked.

‘We can delay the burial mass until he arrives,’ she added. ‘Now I think I’ll let you bring the body to the church while I go and have a word with Fiachra.’

She waited while the four of them lifted the body on to the cart and then walked briskly down the road. There was no sign of life from the basket maker’s cottage, but perhaps Fiachra might have some information.

Fiachra was in the centre of the field when she reached the hedge. He was holding the bridles of the two heavy horses that were pulling the plough through the fertile brown soil, leaving long shining ridges behind. She noticed how straight the ridges were, almost as if a ruler had made the glistening lines. She doubted whether Fiachra had seen much; work like this needed concentration, but she would wait until he came back to the edge of the field and then ask him.

‘Lovely day, Brehon!’ He was quite glad to have something to break the monotony of his task. ‘Anything wrong?’ he enquired.

‘Why do you say that?’ Mara smiled at him; he was a handsome lad with an open fresh face. Although of the same clan as Ardal, he would only be a very distant relation and yet the family stamp of the red-gold hair and the neat features was upon him too.

‘Your young scholar came over to ask about Dalagh the basket maker and now himself, the doctor and yourself are all here,’ he explained with an engaging grin.

‘You don’t miss much.’ Mara revised her original opinion. In a quiet, out-of-the way spot like this perhaps he would notice any arrivals. His testimony could be valuable.

‘The young man from the Aran Islands has been killed over there,’ she said with a nod towards the caves.

‘Oh!’ He was obviously taken aback. ‘May the Lord have mercy on his soul,’ he muttered.

‘Did you see him arrive?’ queried Mara. ‘Probably some time early this morning.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ he answered readily. ‘The first movement in this place was when Dalagh and the wife and children went off about noon and then about an hour ago your scholar arrived with the physician’s daughter. I never saw that man – Iarla, is that his name, I never saw him at all today. And yet he would have had to pass me to go down that lane.’

‘Would you have seen him, though, Fiachra, if you were busy ploughing?’

‘I couldn’t have missed him, Brehon,’ explained Fiachra. ‘You heard yourself how the horses neighed when you arrived. They’d have noticed if I hadn’t.’

‘And so you’re sure that no one else passed this way today?’

‘Not a living soul, Brehon.’ Fiachra’s voice was confident and emphatic.
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