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Prologue

In June 1510, Henry VIII of England had completed his first year of kingship. He was at peace with France; the Pope himself had approved the league between the two countries; the country was prosperous and the people contented. The young king was approaching the first anniversary of his marriage which had taken place on the eleventh of June in 1509. His wife, Catherine of Aragon, though she had lost her first baby, was now pregnant again. Ireland, as always, was a problem, but he had plans for that troublesome country. He had appointed the Earl of Kildare as his deputy and had promised him arms and men to deal with those small Gaelic kingdoms which would not accept the rule and the laws of England.

The Earl of Kildare, Garret Mór Fitzgerald, was a good choice – in fact the only choice. Known as the Great Earl, he was the descendent of a family who had been given land in the east of Ireland by Henry II in the twelfth century. Over the three hundred intervening years they had become assimilated into their adopted country – married the daughters of Irish chieftains and took up some of its customs. Garret, however, was ambitious. When he became head of the Kildare family, most of Ireland had slipped back into Gaelic ways and Gaelic rule. Garret saw an opportunity to get even greater lands and riches by spreading the rule of English law throughout the whole of Ireland. By means of open warfare, strategic ties of marriage and friendship with many of the Irish clan leaders, he and his family were already ruling the south, north and east of the country. He appealed to the greed of the young king to grant him the means to totally subdue this country full of rich forests and fertile grassland.

The west of Ireland had stood out against the combined might of England and the Earl. It had remained strongly Gaelic, presenting an obstacle to Garret’s overweening ambition. Without control of the west he could never be considered the prince – some said king – of Ireland. And so it was that in the first week of June in that year of 1510, Garret Mór set out to conquer the remaining chieftains who could not be bribed nor frightened into surrender. He mustered a great army, equipped with guns and cannon, and marched west against his poorly armed opponents with the certainty of victory in his mind.

In the far west of Ireland, King Turlough Donn O’Brien, king of Thomond, Corcomroe and Burren, was one of those unwilling to accept the rule of England. When the news came about the Earl’s raid on his Limerick lands, he summoned all who owed him loyalty, such as Ulick Burke, the Clanrickard, from north of Galway city, the MacNamara from west of Limerick, and his own lords and vassals from the three kingdoms. He asked them to rise up in a great slógad, and to defeat this false Earl who had turned his back on the country which had enriched him and his ancestors.

And they swore the old traditional oath of the Gael to support him and to follow his leadership. They swore ‘by the sun and the moon; by water and air; by day and night; by sea and land’ that they would be his men and would fight by his side while breath remained in their bodies.

When the king and his great gathering departed, he left behind Mara, his wife and the Brehon (investigating magistrate) of the Burren. Mara was heavily pregnant and looking forward to the birth of her child in July. Until then she would work on, teaching her scholars the law of their forebears, resolving disputes between the people of the kingdom and praying for the safe return of her lord.

The land was peaceful – the second glorious summer of the reign of Henry VIII appeared to be as good as the first. The hay ripened early, the oats flourished, the exquisite spring flowers of the Burren – the dark blue gentians and the creamy white mountain avens – had finished their brief show of glory, and had given way to the orchids, the roses and the silken harebells of early summer.

But one man, not an evil man in himself, nevertheless driven to evil by his greed and his passions, a man who betrayed his profession, was to destroy that peace and to bring suffering and death to the small kingdom beside the Atlantic Ocean. And when the secret and unlawful killing occurred, Mara had to gather her energies and ensure that the penalty was paid according to the law of the land.


One

Sechus Mór

(The Great Laws of Antiquity)

Nófis therefore is the name of the book; that is the knowledge of nine persons, for nine persons were appointed to arrange this book of the ancient laws of Ireland, namely: Patrick, Benen and Cairech, three bishops; Laeghaire, Corc and Daire, three kings; and three learned men: Rossa mac Trechim, a doctor of laws, Dubhtach a doctor of laws and a poet and Fergus the Poet.

And all the laws that were known in the country of Ireland, and were allowed by Patrick, were written down in this great book.

The limestone pavements and the swirling terraces of the surrounding mountains in the kingdom of the Burren shimmered silver in the heat of the mid-June sun. Pale pink roses glowed beside the flat platters of scented elderflowers in the hedgerows, the grykes were filled with frothy white and mauve orchids and deep blue vetch, the clints were carpeted with mats of bright purple thyme and in the still-green oat fields, the poppies and hawkweeds flamed scarlet and gold.

It was judgement day in the kingdom of the Burren. Mara, the only woman Brehon in Ireland, waited by the ancient dolmen of Poulnabrone, one hand on the huge, sun-warmed capstone of the table-shaped tomb and the other holding a scroll. As judge and investigating magistrate, she held the scales of justice for all crimes and all legal disputes in this tiny kingdom on the shores of the Atlantic Ocean. In front of her were her scholars – six of them, ranging in age from nineteen-year-old Fachtnan to eleven-year-old Shane. Around her, some standing, some sitting on the flat stones of the clints, some leaning on boulders, were the people of the Burren. Most chatted together in low tones and from time to time cast a look towards the north. Soon the bells of the abbey would ring for vespers and when they finished then Mara would begin.

Nothing too complicated today, thought Mara, and she was glad of it. She was eight months pregnant; her back ached, her head ached and her stomach had now begun to ache; the sooner this baby is born, the better, she thought and waited eagerly for the first clang of the abbey bell. Ryan O’Connor and his wife were already there, she noticed, standing side by side. That was a good sign. It probably meant that the divorce would go through quickly and each would be satisfied with whatever portion of the goods that would be allotted to them. She passed a few minutes regretting the differences that had arisen between them – there seemed to be no question of infidelity on either side, just, as they both firmly asserted, that they disagreed on money matters and how to run the farm – a fairly unusual reason for divorce. They were a good-looking pair of young people, the man tall and strong, the woman small, but well built and with the appearance of wiry strength. She was holding a baby of about six weeks old in her arms. What a shame to deprive a child of one parent over something so trivial, thought Mara, and resolved to try once more to see what she could do to prevent them from taking a step that they might regret.

‘The bell, Brehon,’ said twelve-year-old Hugh in a low voice. His young ears had caught the sound before she had, but now she could distinguish the sonorous boom. A few people crossed themselves and muttered a prayer, but all faces turned towards Mara and responded eagerly to her greeting once the last stroke had ceased to reverberate.

‘There is just one case to be heard today,’ said Mara, turning to one side so that her clear tones bounced off the cliff wall behind the clint-paved field and reached to the furthermost person in that field of judgement. ‘This is the case of the divorce between Ryan O’Connor and Cliona O’Connor who wish to part and to go their separate ways. No fault is cited, each has respected their marriage vows, so the law is only involved in order to divide the property in a fair and equitable way.’

To her amusement she noticed that two fifteen-year-olds, Moylan and Aidan, her most idle scholars, were watching her with rapt attention. Of course, the examinations were next week and, as Mara always paid a lot of attention to practical experiences, they had obviously decided that the Law of Divorce would appear on their papers.

‘The first principle,’ continued Mara unrolling the scroll of vellum that she held, scanning it rapidly and then rolling it up again before anyone could notice that it was blank – exhaustion had prevented her from filling it up the night before – ‘the first principle in divorce is that both shall depart as they came; whatever is still left from the goods that each brought to this marriage will be retained by that person.’

Both heads nodded. Mara noticed a flash of amusement in the blue eyes of sixteen-year-old Enda as he glanced at the solemn faces of his fellow scholars. Enda would be taking his final examination to qualify as a lawyer this summer. He would undoubtedly pass, she thought. She would miss him and his quick brain.

‘After that, this is the position: Ryan, of course, retains the clan land and the flock of sheep that he possessed, but Cliona, who shared in his work, especially during lambing time, will be allocated one ninth of the lambs dropped during the year of marriage. In addition, she must be paid half the price obtained from any articles of clothing made by her from the wool and sold at the market place. If there is clothing or woven cloth in the house, she must also receive one half of it. This is because these are the fruits of her labour.’

She paused, looking around at the crowd. There was a lot of interest on all of the faces in front of her. Divorce because of a new relationship was reasonably common, though most men seemed to be content with just acquiring a wife of the second, third or even fourth degree – and most wives accepted the situation as long as their own position was unaltered. But divorce where there was no fault on either side was quite uncommon. Still, it was good to have the possibility if a couple wished to part. In England, where no divorce existed, an unhappy couple were locked together for life.

‘In the case of any wool or fleeces, not yet combed nor spun, then Cliona’s share is just one ninth. In addition, Ryan must supply her with a sack of oats for every month that remains until the end of the year to come – that is until the first of May,’ she continued and then hesitated.

She had already pleaded with the young couple to reconsider but her words had not borne any fruit. She would try once more before the final words were spoken.

‘That is the legal position and this is where the law finishes. The last step is for you to take, Cliona, as I understand it is your desire for this marriage to be dissolved. Before you take this step then I would ask you to think that you are depriving your child of his father and that perhaps with a little understanding on both sides this marriage can still be saved.’

A low hum of approval came from the crowd and Mara could see faces, both of men and women, turned eagerly towards the young couple.

Cliona hesitated. Her face flushed a deep red. She looked at her husband and then at the crowd and suddenly she climbed on top of a low, flat clint and held out her child, facing, not Mara, but the relatives, friends and neighbours that thronged around her.

‘Do you see this child?’ she demanded passionately. ‘A lovely, healthy boy! All who know me know that he is the light of my eyes and the joy of my life. Well, if I had done what this man, my husband, wanted me to do, this child would not be here. As soon as he knew that I was expecting a baby, what does he do but go to the physician and come back with some medicine for me to take. As soon as I smelled it, I knew what it was. Anyone who works with lambing sheep has to know about herbs and their effects. I knew what that one was! It was pennyroyal! He wanted me to miscarry his own child so that I would go on working up the mountain and earning more silver for him.’ She stopped and then said, ‘I wanted my child; God only knows how much I wanted him. I threw the mixture in his face and I swore to myself that once I was delivered safely and had recovered from the birth, then I would divorce this man.’ She drew a deep breath, kissed her baby passionately and then climbed down. This time she did not stand near to her husband but deliberately moved to the other side, turning her face away from him.

‘This was very wrong!’ Mara addressed Ryan so sternly that he wilted and looked uncomfortably at the ground beneath his feet. ‘It is one of the great tenets of Brehon law that a woman’s right to have a baby is absolute. She may even leave her husband, if he is unable to give her that baby, go to another man to become pregnant and then return to her husband – and no reproach may be made. You endangered the life of your wife and sought to kill her child. A case may be brought against him if you wish, Cliona. What do you say? The decision is yours.’

The woman shook her head. ‘Give me what is rightfully mine,’ she said still in loud, clear tones. ‘Let me walk away from this marriage with that I have brought to it and with the fruit of my labours, and I ask no more.’

‘Then,’ said Mara gravely, ‘the next step is yours.’

Cliona stood very tall, looking across at her husband and holding her baby high in the air. ‘I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you,’ she said clearly and steadily.

A low murmur came from the crowd. There was a note of approbation in it, thought Mara and waited patiently until it had died down. Justice under the Brehon law system was a communal matter so the courts were always held in the open in order that all could attend. There were no savage punishments, no prisons, no force was used so the judgements and the retribution for any crime committed had to be reinforced by the clan of the guilty person. In this case, the O’Connor clan had heard the reason for Cliona’s desire to part from her husband and had approved.

‘As the three-fold repudiation has been spoken,’ said Mara, ‘I now pronounce you, Cliona O’Connor and Ryan O’Connor, to be no longer man and wife.’

Now the murmur swelled. All heads turned towards the young mother. No one moved; they would wait until Mara dismissed them, but smiles of sympathy lit up the faces. Cliona would find that she would not be alone in her struggle to raise a child without a father. The O’Connor clan – the clan of her father as well as of her husband – would come to her aid whenever it was needed. Ryan O’Connor turned away and began to walk through the people who parted to allow him to pass. His head was down and with his stick he struck viciously at the nodding heads of the yellow-centred moon-daisies in his path.

Mara suddenly felt very weary. This, she hoped, would be the last judgement day before the birth of her own child. Another few weeks now, she said to herself. She could hardly get out the traditional words wishing the presence of God in the people’s lives and that they might live in peace with their families and neighbours.

‘You go back to the law school,’ she said to her young scholars as the crowd started to move away. ‘Brigid will have your supper ready. I’ll walk back slowly.’

She sighed as she turned to go down the road that led to her home. She needed some time to think about what she had heard today, she thought as she watched them running lightly across the stony fields, leaping from clint to clint, soaring over the deep grykes with the agility and energy of wild goats. She would not have made them walk at the slow pace of a heavily pregnant woman, but in any case she was glad of some time to herself. She would have to talk to Malachy the physician. This was a terrible story that had been revealed, she thought as she passed the small ancient church of Kilcorney and automatically made the sign of the cross. She was filled with anger against the young husband, but even more so against a man who would betray his profession and seek to kill instead of to heal. She had a lot of thinking to do and the silent presence of Cumhal, her farm manager, would not stop her doing this.

The problem of Malachy would have to be solved.


Two

Bretha Nemed Déinenach

(The Last Book of Laws)

It is the law that every pregnant woman should have whatever food that she desires. She may even enter the king’s house and ask for something from his table.

If a woman craves beer, the brewer must give her some, even if his casks have already been sealed.

Every physician must cultivate the herbs that will give relief during childbirth.

The first signs of grey dawn on that June night had just arrived when Mara woke. She sat up in bed gasping. A terrible pain gripped her – a pain so bad that it seemed as if some monster had invaded her stomach and was desperately twisting within. Her face was soaked in sweat and her nightshift was saturated. Every fibre of her logical mind tried to tell her that it could not be the baby – that the baby was not due for another month, but her body knew the truth. Inexorably, the body was pushing aside the bones within her; inexorably, the pain pulsated. Keep calm, she told herself. This will pass and then we’ll see. It was twenty-two years since the birth of her daughter Sorcha and her memory of that night was vague. There would have been pain, of course, but nothing like this, she was convinced. Of course, Brigid had been with her; that would have made a difference. Then, as now, she trusted implicitly in Brigid who had been nurse and mother to Mara from the time of the death of her own mother. Breathe in deeply – she seemed to remember Brigid saying those words and she tried to follow the advice, but it was different when she was alone and somehow she had lost her courage, or perhaps trim young muscles had made a difference. She had been fifteen years old when her daughter was born and now she was a woman of thirty-seven.

After what seemed like an hour of agony, the pain seemed to subside. Slowly and carefully, unwilling to rouse the sleeping dragon within her stomach, Mara got out of bed. The sky was brightening towards the east. A blackbird trilled from outside her window and another replied. Then a chaffinch and his mate. And soon the whole medley of singers began. Mara smiled wryly at the jubilant note. Judging by the last pain, she had hours of agony before her; she wished they would keep their joyful dawn chorus until all was over. She selected a clean shift from the wooden press in the corner of the room and added a nightgown over it. Then she went to the door and called out: ‘Áine!’

Áine was one of the two girls who worked in the kitchen at Cahermacnaghten law school. Brigid had insisted that this girl sleep in the Brehon’s house during the last few weeks – almost as though she had foreseen that an emergency might arise. However, Áine seemed to be a sound sleeper and there was no response to the increasingly loud calls.

How long was it since the last pain? wondered Mara. If the baby was really arriving a month early, these would come at regular intervals. And if the next one was as bad as the first, she would not be able to call for assistance while she was in the grip of the pain. ‘Áine,’ she screamed again and again with no result. And then in desperation, she picked up the brass candlestick from the shelf by her door and threw it violently down the stairs, aiming for the door of the small room beside the kitchen.

It hit the door with a crash and Mara screamed the name again. After a minute, Áine peeped out, looking quite scared.

‘Get Brigid, tell her the baby is coming.’ Mara was barely able to gasp the words as the pain was coming back. Now she began to feel quite frightened. Surely she had never suffered anything like that before. She would have remembered agony like this. This pain was beyond the limits of imagination, certainly beyond the limits of memory. Bent over and helpless, she stumbled back into her room and managed to climb on the bed, before the worst of the pain immobilized her again.

After that she lost track of time. Nothing but pain filled her world.

And then Brigid was in the room, snapping orders to Áine and Nessa, her other helper. There was little comfort, though, this time, from her presence and the intervals between the pains were filled with anxiety. Something was badly wrong. Brigid was an experienced midwife – always in demand for difficult births – she was trying to sound cheery and confident, but Mara could read the truth in her eyes. Brigid was frightened.

‘Drink this, allanah, this will help,’ the old endearment was a measure of Brigid’s anxiety. Although Brigid had been Mara’s nurse from the time of her mother’s death until she had reached adulthood, she always gave Mara the title of ‘Brehon’ since the day that she had qualified and inherited her father’s post as judge and lawgiver to the people of the kingdom of Burren.

Obediently, Mara drank the potion. It tasted bitter, but anything that held the slightest promise of alleviating the pain would have been welcome. Brigid, always well prepared for everything, must have brewed the medicine well ahead of time, in readiness for the birth.

Once again, the pain racked her. She was barely conscious of Brigid peering between her legs, and she was past caring for the worried expression that her housekeeper wore when next she saw her hanging anxiously over the bed. The potion had not diminished the agony, but had added a nightmarish quality to it. It seemed to paralyse her tongue and confuse her brain, leaving nothing there but the huge swelling consciousness of pain.

Brigid was shouting an order at Nessa now. The words blurred in Mara’s mind – all but one word and that was Malachy. They were sending for Malachy, the physician. They must not! Malachy must not come near her baby. The narcotic pressed heavily on her mind and on her tongue. She could not articulate the words; she could not even remember why she did not want Malachy, but she knew that he must be stopped. Someone must stop him coming up the stairs. She lost all control of herself, screaming in agony as the pain racked her body, but never lost that conviction.

But somehow she could not get the words out – just the one word, repeated over and over again. Just the name, Malachy.

‘Drink some more! Come on, allanah, it will do you good. Just try some.’

Mara tried to resist, but the bitter potion went down her throat. Before it took effect, she tried again to speak, tried to convey her fears of Malachy to Brigid. Somehow she could hear her own voice, as if it belonged to someone else, and it came to her as an echo bounces back from a stony cliff. ‘Malachy,’ it said, and then again, just the one word; no other would come.

‘He’ll be here soon, allanah, we’ve sent for him, he won’t be long now.’ Brigid’s voice penetrated the wall of pain, but brought no comfort.

But he did not come and the sun moved away from the window of the east-facing bedroom and still he did not come.

And then – it seemed like days later to Mara – the pain subsided. The terrible, racking contractions ceased. She shook her head fretfully when Brigid offered another drink. It was not needed now. There was no more pain. Her body was shutting down.

‘I’m dying,’ she said, and heard her voice quite clearly in the suddenly silent room. Her eyes filled with tears. This meant that the baby would die too, this so-desired child, the son of a king. She had been waiting for his birth and now it would never happen.

She lay there for some time and none of the women in the room spoke. They were busy when the pain was there, tearing her apart, but now it seemed that they did not know what to do. Her body had given up. There was no pain, no urge to push, nothing.

She closed her eyes and then opened them. There were footsteps on the stairs, someone running up – not Malachy – he would have sounded much heavier, not her husband, Turlough – he, too, was a heavy man, and in any case was busy with his war – and then the door swung open with a rush and Malachy’s fourteen-year-old daughter and apprentice came in.

Mara watched her sleepily. ‘Poor Nuala, she looks very white,’ she said, or thought, blinking the tears from her eyes.

Faintly, and from a great distance, she heard Brigid. No words could be distinguished. Nuala had turned her back. Mara could see her delving into the medical bag – Nuala was proud of her medical bag which had belonged to her grandfather.

Mara closed her eyes again. Dying was easy, she thought. There was just a gentle, floating sensation. She wanted to be left alone, was barely conscious of Nuala examining her, but then someone was shaking her arm, shouting in her ear. She opened her eyes, ‘My baby,’ she tried to say.

Nuala was speaking now, slowly and distinctly in her ear. ‘Mara, listen to me, listen, you’re not going to die. The baby is lying the wrong way, but he’s small. I’m going to draw him out with grandfather’s birthing tongs. It will hurt, but I’ll save the baby. I promise you, Mara. I will save your baby.’


Three

Bretha Crólige

(Judgements of Bloodlettings)

The fine for a secret and unlawful killing is three-fold. First there is the eric, or the body fine, then there is the lóg n-enech ‘the price of his face’, the honour price of the victim.

Thirdly, there is an extra sum for the secrecy and this doubles the honour price.

A killing is declared ‘secret’ if the murderer does not acknowledge the deed within forty-eight hours.

‘Dead! Malachy! He can’t be. I saw him yesterday. I saw him pass the law school. What happened?’ Mara’s body ached from the long hours of childbirth, but her mind was as alert as ever. She stared at Fachtnan, the eldest scholar in her law school.

‘Brigid told me not to tell you,’ he said. As usual, when agitated, he ran his right hand repeatedly through his thatch of rough, curly hair.

‘What nonsense. Tell me everything straightaway,’ she said firmly.

He looked at her and hesitated, but he had been a scholar at the Cahermacnaghten Law School for over ten years and the habit of obedience to his ollamh(professor) was deeply ingrained.

‘He was poisoned.’ Fachtnan spoke in a whisper, almost as though he feared to disturb the sleeping child in the basket beside the bed.

‘Poisoned!’ Mara lay back on the pillow and took a deep breath. ‘Could it have been an accident?’

‘Nuala thinks not.’

‘Poor Nuala.’ Mara now realized that even through the mists of her own terrible agony, she had noticed Nuala’s very white face. Then her mind went back to the suspicious death. As Brehon of the Burren, it was her responsibility to find the truth and bring the culprit to justice.

‘Where is Nuala?’ she asked urgently.

‘She’s with Brigid and your daughter. She thought I should tell you. Do you want to see her?’

‘No, you tell me. I won’t distress her just now.’ Nuala adored Fachtnan. Mara hoped that he would have been able to help to comfort her; he would undoubtedly have heard the details. Her mind went back to the moment when Nuala had come into the bedroom and had, with huge courage and huge skill, managed to drag the baby from her womb. Without Nuala, both she and the baby sleeping beside her would be dead. ‘Poor child,’ she said aloud.

‘Apparently, it was Caireen who found him. He was in agony. Nuala was working at the far end of the herb garden. Caireen came out and shouted for her. He was quite dead by the time Nuala came in.’

‘What happened?’

Nuala would have told Fachtnan everything; she would have turned immediately to the kind young scholar – from the time that she had been a small child, Nuala had trotted after Fachtnan and he had never repulsed her. Since Malachy’s second marriage to Caireen, Nuala had been at odds with her father and had turned even more towards Fachtnan. It was good that he had been there – she was sure he had been able to comfort the girl at this terrible moment in her life.

‘Well, apparently, Caireen persuaded Malachy that he should drink some French brandy every morning before he mixed his medicines. She always filled his cup and left it for him on the table in his study.’

‘And something was put into the brandy?’ Mara knew that table, set just under the window. On a hot day such as this, the window might have been open. Someone could have passed by and seen an opportunity. But who would want to kill him? Malachy was not liked on the Burren and was considered to be a poor physician. The story she had heard yesterday had confirmed that he was corrupt and willing to sell his knowledge to help young Ryan O’Connor to abort his own child.

But did he have any enemies who hated him enough to kill him? Except his own daughter, perhaps, thought Mara involuntarily, and then shied away from the terrible idea. There would have been others, she told herself and her mind went again to the story that she had heard at judgement day in Poulnabrone. Were there other cases of Malachy playing God and administering death instead of healing?

‘And that’s not all.’ Fachtnan spoke hesitantly. ‘Apparently, Caireen screamed at Nuala and accused her of murdering her own father.’

The baby woke and cried, and Mara turned to it immediately. She hadn’t enough strength to lift him; even leaning over to the side of the bed made her head dizzy.

‘Lift him up, Fachtnan, give him to me.’

‘What are you going to call him?’ Fachtnan was surprisingly competent at lifting the baby from the basket and placing the swaddled bundle in her arms.

‘I’ve thought of Cormac – for the last five hundred years, everyone in O’Brien royal family is either Turlough, Conor, Donal, Teige or Murrough. Cormac will be a change,’ said Mara. She spoke automatically, though. Her mind was on the murder. What a terrible thing, especially for Nuala. How had she reacted to that accusation flung at her by Caireen?

Everything had been arranged for this birth. The law scholars would have finished the Trinity Term and gone to their homes. If war had not occurred, King Turlough Donn, her husband, would have been back from his yearly tour of the southern part of his domain, around the city of Limerick. It had been decided that Mara would go to the Thomond for the birth in order to be under the care of Turlough’s own physician, Donncadh O’Hickey; and Fergus MacClancy, Brehon of the neighbouring kingdom of Corcomroe, would look after the legal affairs of Burren for a couple of months while Mara cared for her baby.

Everything had been arranged, but everything had been arranged for July. This baby boy had come early and had disrupted all plans. Now, above all, she needed to deal with this murder and to find the truth about Malachy’s murder, and, if possible, to protect Nuala who had always been dear to her and now was even more dear.

And then the baby was in her arms, nuzzling at her. Mara patted his little back and felt weak with love for him. He needed her now. She could not deal with him and deal with this murder. Someone else would have to take over and do the investigating.

‘Fachtnan,’ she said. ‘Ride over to Corcomroe. Tell Brehon MacClancy what has happened and about the baby. Ask him if he will take over this case. Send Brigid in to me, will you.’ Fergus would have to cope, she thought.

And then when Fachtnan had gone out she settled herself to feed the hungry baby.

But little Cormac did not seem to want to feed. After a minute he turned his head away and cried, first a whimper and then a fully voiced cry. Again and again Mara tried the baby at her breast, but each time he rejected it.

‘I have no milk,’ said Mara starkly when Brigid came flying in, her ginger hair looking as untidy as Fachtnan’s. Too much was happening, she thought, feeling tears flow down her cheeks.

‘Is it any wonder,’ scolded Brigid, taking the baby from her arms and rocking him gently. ‘That stupid boy; I told him to say nothing. I felt like boxing his ears when I heard that he had told you. Murder, indeed! And you just awake! And the time that you had! Give it a day or so and just relax, and don’t ask for any news from outside. Just eat and drink and sleep and rest. God knows that you need it – the way you work.’

Mara smiled. Brigid’s vigour was doing her good. She dried her face with a corner of the sheet and endeavoured to think. She had to do the best for everyone now. Hopefully, Fergus would take charge of that murder investigation, but there was no denying that the Brehon from Corcomroe was not of the brightest and quickest wits. He would be continually consulting her, continually asking for advice.

And then there was her baby. Mara looked at the tiny infant with concern. Could a baby as small as this survive?

‘Unwrap him, Brigid,’ she said.

‘Now, stop worrying. You don’t want him to catch cold.’

‘The sun is pouring in through the window,’ said Mara. ‘Go on, unwrap him, Brigid. I want to see him properly.’

The baby was tiny; tiny and very fragile. Thin little arms, stick-like legs – like those of a little frog, eyelashes not yet grown. This baby has come before his time, thought Mara, looking at him in a worried way. He needed feeding. Perhaps Brigid was right; perhaps she was too tense. It had been a shock to hear of Malachy’s murder. After all, the man was a relative of her own. But of course it had been even more of a shock to hear of the accusation that his wife had flung at his daughter.

‘Send Sorcha in for a few minutes and the children – they can see their new little cousin,’ she said to Brigid, doing her best to keep her tone of voice light and relaxed. Although Sorcha was her daughter, she was probably much more knowledgeable about babies, having had three children in the last few years. I was only fifteen when she was born, thought Mara. How full of confidence I was then! I don’t remember worrying about her at all.

Sorcha’s wide blue eyes were shocked and her face pale when she came in. Obviously she had heard the news. Of course Malachy was not only a distant cousin on Mara’s side, but was also very nearly related to her husband, Oisín.

‘Has Oisín heard the news?’ Mara thought that she had not heard his deep, melodious voice for a few hours.

Sorcha shook her head. ‘He went off for a long walk this morning,’ she said. ‘I have no idea where he is.’

‘I see.’ Mara rocked her crying baby. Her son-in-law would want to be off soon, she thought. Already he was quite bored by life in the country and missing the hustle and bustle of the city of Galway.

‘He’s very small.’ Five-year-old Domhnall bent over the baby with an appraising look.

‘You were as small as that when you were born, Manus, weren’t you?’ said Aislinn, reaching up to pat the little boy in her mother’s arms. She knelt adoringly in front of the cradle and tried to interest her younger brother in his tiny cousin.

‘Manus wasn’t as small as Cormac when he was born,’ contradicted Domhnall.

‘Yes, he was,’ said Sorcha hurriedly. ‘You’ve just forgotten.’

‘No, I haven’t. Mamó’s baby is much smaller.’

Mara winced. Her grandson had a calm, logical mind and once he had decided on a matter no one could argue him out of a statement. He was right, of course. Even on the day he was born, Manus had been a fine bouncy baby with the dark hair and brown eyes of his father. She gazed at little Cormac; he looked as fragile as a windflower, she thought.

‘He’s hungry,’ said Sorcha. She popped Manus down on the floor and took her newborn brother from her mother’s arms. He nuzzled into her, crying fretfully.

Mara saw Brigid frown thoughtfully and a quick glance passed between her daughter and her housekeeper.

‘Come on, you two,’ said Brigid to the two older children. ‘Let’s see if the brown hen has hatched out her chickens yet.’

‘Mamó has hatched out her chicken, hasn’t she, Aislinn? That’s supposed to be a joke,’ added Domhnall in exasperated tones when his sister stared at him in a puzzled way.

‘He does look a little like a newly hatched chicken,’ said Mara trying to sound amused, but despite her best efforts tears leaked out from her eyes and began to run down her face. She dashed them away impatiently. New born chicks often died; she knew that.

‘I have no milk,’ she said once more when the children had gone out.

‘Let me feed him,’ said Sorcha in her practical way. ‘I have plenty of milk for two. I’ll feed Manus at the same time and then he won’t get jealous.’

No, but I am, thought Mara, though she knew that she was being stupid and childish. She shut her eyes. She would have to find a wet nurse, she thought, unless this was just temporary due to her long and difficult labour.

‘Try to rest now. Close your eyes. Don’t worry about the milk. It was the shock of hearing of Malachy’s death; you should never have been told,’ said Sorcha, sounding motherly and concerned.

‘Perhaps,’ said Mara. She shut her eyes obediently, but her mind went on working.

Was she shocked by Malachy’s death? She thought not, in a way. He wasn’t a popular man, not esteemed in the kingdom. Not very much liked, either. Although he was Mara’s cousin, she wasn’t sure that even she had liked Malachy for some time. He had not been behaving in a very likeable manner. His lack of care for his patients, his obsession with obtaining silver for his service, his behaviour to his own daughter, his effort to seize her property some months ago and his ridiculous preference for his new stepsons – all these had exasperated her.

Mara’s eyes snapped open.

‘I must talk to Nuala,’ she said urgently. ‘Don’t try to argue me out of it, Sorcha, you’re as bad as Brigid. I promised Malachy over a year ago that if anything ever happened to him then I would look after Nuala. I must see her.’

‘Quarter of an hour won’t make a difference,’ said Sorcha firmly. ‘Let me feed these two hungry children and then I’ll get her. Now do try to rest. You can’t be doing ten things at once when you are just after having a baby. You should have a sleep after I put Cormac back. You look terribly tired.’

It was the early afternoon before Mara woke. She felt a little better and instantly sent Áine to fetch Nuala. Brigid would be busy with the scholars’ dinner and Sorcha would be feeding her own brood. Now was the moment to see the poor girl who had not only lost her father but had also been accused of the murder by her stepmother.

Nuala had just arrived in Mara’s bedroom when the clip-clop of horse hoofs outside signalled the arrival of Fergus MacClancy, Brehon of Corcomroe. Mara gave an exasperated sigh. Now, just when she needed time to talk to Nuala, Fergus would be there, fussing as usual. However, she and the girl would have a few minutes of privacy as the visitors would need to take the horses up to the stables at the law school.

‘Come and sit by me,’ said Mara softly with a quick eye at the peacefully sleeping baby. ‘How are you, Nuala?’

‘I’m all right,’ said Nuala. Mara studied her. She had known Nuala from the moment that she was born, the only baby to survive from Malachy’s first wife, the beautiful Mór, who had struggled with ill-health for years and eventually died from a lump in her breast. Mór had been the dearest friend that Mara had known and, for her sake initially, she cherished the daughter. Love for the intelligent, determined, passionate Nuala had grown, though, and now she was as dear to Mara as her own daughter, Sorcha.

‘Am I going to be a suspect?’ As usual Nuala was direct and uncompromising.

‘No, of course not,’ said Mara hastily.

A wry smile twisted Nuala’s mouth and for a moment tears softened the direct look from her dark brown eyes.

‘Why not? I quarrelled with him. He tried to take my inheritance away from me. He banned me from his house. Replaced me with the sons of that woman that he married. He tried to deny me the possibility of being a physician when everyone knows that it was my dream since I was a child.’ Nuala enumerated the facts in a dry, hard tone and then dashed the tears impatiently from her eyes. Her tanned skin had a faintly sickly tinge and her eyes were deeply shadowed. ‘And I hated him,’ she finished, staring desolately out of the window towards the distant blue terraces of Mullaghmore mountain.

‘And you loved him,’ said Mara softly, and when Nuala said nothing, she stretched out and took the girl’s cold hand within her own two.

‘You’ve said all this to me, now,’ she said firmly. ‘You’ve said it to me, Mara, friend of your mother and cousin to your father. What do you say to me, Mara, Brehon of the Burren?’

Nuala pulled her hand away and walked to the window. She stood there for a minute and then came back. The tears were gone now, but her brown eyes were wary.

‘What can I say?’ she demanded angrily. ‘I suppose that I should say that I had nothing to do with this death, and that I ask you to investigate the murder of my father and to bring the culprit to justice in front of the people of the Burren at the judgement place at Poulnabrone. That’s what you want me to say, isn’t it? But will I be believed? Do what you are supposed to do, but don’t ask me to help you.’

Nuala’s voice rang out and Mara put a hasty finger to her lips, however, her eyes went not to the sleeping baby, but to the open window. Voices could be heard and heavy footsteps echoed from the paved path outside.

‘That’s enough, Nuala,’ she said softly, but with a note of authority in her voice, ‘go now, but ask Brigid to fetch the baby before she shows Fergus up here.’

It wasn’t just Fergus, though. Brigid had barely removed the baby when the footsteps sounded on the staircase. Mara shut her eyes and groaned softly as the voices floated upwards. Siobhan, Fergus’s wife, a woman of unsurpassing dullness, was on her way up, also. Her voice, with pauses to recover from the steepness of the stairs, was as loud as always.

‘Poor thing... what I always say is... no life for a woman... and the king, too... of course, he is always away... these terrible battles...’

And then there was a silence. Mara grinned reluctantly. Fergus, no doubt feeling embarrassed, poor man, had probably put a finger to his lips. Then her eyes sharpened. Someone else was coming up the stairs behind the MacClancy couple – a heavy footfall. Odd. Who could it be?

‘Ah, Mara. Good to see you looking so well.’ Fergus’s over-hearty greeting immediately convinced Mara that she was looking terrible. She sat up a bit straighter and wished that she felt able to get out of bed and be her normal self.

‘But where is the darling little baby?’ Siobhan looked all around the room as if expecting to see an infant concealed under some piece of furniture.

Mara didn’t answer – her eyes were fixed on the man who had followed Fergus into her bedroom. He was of squat stature, quite young, but with a huge stomach, imperfectly concealed by an over-large léine and carefully draped cloak. He had a short, sparse red beard and a pair of small green eyes twinkling from under his sandy-coloured eyebrows. He didn’t appear disconcerted by entering a strange woman’s bedroom, and beamed happily at her before plumping himself down on the most comfortable chair in the room.

‘Ah,’ said Fergus apologetically, seating himself on the window seat, ‘Mara, this is my young cousin, Boetius MacClancy. Just walked in the door half an hour ago. He has just passed his final examinations at the MacEgan school in Duniry and is now an ollamh.’ He beamed proudly at his relation and Mara murmured some congratulations, while wondering irritably why Fergus had seen fit to land his cousin on her the very day on which she had given birth.

Pompous name, Boetius; suits him, she thought, while studying the young man with a professional smile still nailed to her face. He had probably been christened Baothglach, but had Latinized the name to make it more acceptable to English ears.

‘Does King Turlough know the happy news yet?’ enquired Fergus.

‘No, not yet,’ said Mara briefly.

‘You haven’t told your husband!’ Siobhan almost fainted with shock.

Mara gazed at her irritably. Really, Fergus was a fool, she thought. Why on earth did he think it was a good idea to bring along his stupid wife and his cousin to visit a woman who had given birth only a few hours previously.

‘It was very kind of you to visit, Siobhan,’ she said keeping her voice as bland as she could manage. ‘And very nice to meet you, Boetius. Unfortunately my energy is limited so perhaps, Fergus, you and I could have a few minutes alone while we talk of legal matters. Would that be all right, Siobhan?’

‘Oh, the death of Malachy. What a terrible thing,’ shrilled Siobhan. ‘Don’t you worry your head about that, Mara. We’ve got just the solution. Boetius here will investigate the murder. He will take over your legal work as well as your teaching duties – after all, he is a qualified ollamh so he is perfectly able to teach. He is young and strong, and he will manage everything beautifully. I’ll have a word with your housekeeper about a room for him so that he won’t have to waste time riding between here and Corcomroe. He will keep your lads in good order and take no nonsense from them.’

‘I’ll soon sort it out for you. No need to worry about a thing.’ The large young man beamed at her happily. His voice was as pompous as his name, thought Mara, wondering how to get out of this unexpected turn of events.

‘We thought that would be the best thing, especially in view of the murder.’ Fergus chimed in. ‘You see, I would not be able to give it my full attention. Like you, there are examinations coming up and I have a case of shipwreck to deal with, and...’ He tailed off looking at her anxiously.

‘I don’t think that will be possible,’ said Mara hastily. ‘My daughter, her husband and my grandchildren are already here. We will have no spare accommodation, especially as I have invited Nuala to stay here, also, as her uncle Ardal has accompanied the king into battle.’

‘Of course, you know your own business best, Mara.’ Siobhan’s voice betrayed a deep doubt on that subject as she continued. ‘But I’m surprised that you, the Brehon, should harbour someone who has been accused of the crime.’ She nodded her head wisely and added, ‘We met Sadhbh, Malachy’s housekeeper, and she told us what occurred. Poor Caireen; what a terrible thing to have happened to her. We’re on our way over to see her, after we leave here. Poor woman! Her husband poisoned and his own daughter accused of the terrible deed.’

‘Who accuses Nuala?’ Mara sat up in bed. A rapid surge of blood flooded out and drenched the sheet beneath her. She felt her head become dizzy; suddenly she was hot and soaked with sweat; and then, just as suddenly, icy cold. The three figures in front of her shifted in and out of focus. She tried to say something more but she couldn’t. There was an odd smell in the room and a deadly faintness seemed to be paralysing her. The last thing that she heard was a shrill, high-pitched shriek from Siobhan.

‘I don’t care what you say, you lie there and think of nothing. You can see that Cormac is getting on fine. There is nothing at all for you to worry about. God is up there in His heaven keeping everything going; no need for you to be bearing the world on your own shoulders.’

‘The boys?’ queried Mara. Cormac was tucked into bed beside her and yes, he did look a little less fragile. She herself was feeling better. The haemorrhaging had stopped thanks to Nuala and her skill. And the alarming fits of faintness had not occurred for the past few hours. The fever that had followed them had now subsided and her head was clear. How long had she lain there, drifting in and out of consciousness? It must have been days.

‘Everything is fine,’ scolded Brigid. ‘And I’ve told you that six times already. That young man, Master MacClancy, he’s in there with them now.’

‘How is he getting on?’ asked Mara anxiously. Her mind went to her six scholars. Would this young Boetius MacClancy make allowances for Fachtnan and his memory problems; be tactful with the brilliant but opinionated Enda; understanding with the adolescent humour of the two fifteen-year-olds, Moylan and Aidan; patient with twelve-year-old Hugh who was finding the work of the law school difficult, and then there was eleven-year-old Shane, clever and needing new challenges to avoid boredom – how would the young man cope with her scholars?

‘He’s getting on all right.’ Brigid’s sniff always spoke volumes. Mara waited; more would come, she knew that.

‘He’s too familiar with them,’ said Brigid eventually, with a toss of her head. ‘Larking around with that Aidan.’

‘Oh, is that all?’ Mara felt relieved. This was a young man and young men are exuberant and fun-loving – perhaps he had only appeared pompous and self-satisfied in the presence of his elderly cousin.

‘I don’t like him.’ Nuala had been silent up to now. She had hardly left the bedchamber for the past two days, sleeping in the bedroom on a truckle bed, busying herself around Mara, checking that everything was in order and that there was no recurrence of the drastic bleeding. Between Sorcha, Nuala and Brigid, Mara was beginning to feel stifled. Her suggestion that she should get up from her bed seemed unpopular with them all, so she lay back of the pillows and busied herself in examining her son’s tiny fingernails. She would not enquire any more about Boetius, but make up her own mind.

‘Any word from Turlough?’ she asked, and again a quick glance passed between the three nurses.

‘Don’t worry about him,’ said Brigid heartily. ‘We haven’t sent a messenger, as you ordered, so there is no reason for him to send a messenger here. You know what King Turlough is like, God bless him, he’ll ride up here one morning or one evening and give us all a surprise.’

There is news, and it’s not good, thought Mara. However, she had long decided that what she could not influence, she would try not to worry about, and she turned her attention back to her child.

‘Nuala, is there any chance, at this stage, that I will be able to feed Cormac myself?’ It seemed strange to be asking a girl still two months from her fifteenth birthday a question like that, but Nuala had kept mother and son alive during the long and difficult labour, and during the last days had probably once again saved Mara’s life. In fact, for the last year she had been tending competently to the people of the Burren. One of the reasons why Malachy had been so angry with his daughter had been jealousy over the fact that so many people preferred her ministrations to his.

‘I would say that it is unlikely at this stage.’ Nuala was, as usual, honest and direct.

‘Try again, Mother.’ Sorcha had a softer nature. Not as intelligent as Nuala, Sorcha’s life had been easy and straightforward. She had been adored by Mara and by Brigid, had lived a happy life at the law school, learning to read, write and add up, to spin, weave and sew, but showing little interest in the law and with no inclination or ability to undertake the long years of intense study that would be required for qualification as a lawyer. When she was sixteen she had married Oisín, a distant cousin of her mother’s.

Once again Mara tried, but once again Cormac turned away fretfully. The decision had to be faced. It wasn’t fair to expect her daughter to go on feeding Cormac when she had her own little Manus to care for, and would soon need to return to Galway where her husband had a prosperous business. In any case, thought Mara, trying to look on the bright side, she had planned to engage a nurse to look after the child while she was teaching and looking after the legal affairs of the kingdom.

I must find someone, she thought, as the faintness began to well up again. Little Cormac must be well fed and well cared for. And I’ll give Boetius MacClancy one week to solve this murder investigation, she thought, and if he hasn’t solved it by then, I’ll take matters into my own hands.
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