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  In memory of my father,




  William D. Mockler




  1896–1959




  He was a lawyer who loved his profession and appreciated all the intricacies of the law, whether Roman Law, Common Law or Brehon Law, and it was from

  him that I acquired the interest that culminated in these stories of the ancient laws of Ireland




  







  Prologue




  There is something evocative about the words: the west of Ireland. The pictures rise swiftly to the mind: purple mountains softly veiled with mist; smoke-grey lakes

  strung like shining jewels all along the coastline; trees permanently bent sideways by the force of the constant west wind; grass everywhere, always an emerald green, moistened each day by gently

  falling rain.




  But that is not the Burren.




  Ten miles long and ten miles wide, An Boirenn, the stony place, in the Gaelic language, juts out in a promontory south of Galway Bay, flanked on one side by the rich luxuriance of Kerry

  and on the other by the dramatic purple mountains of Connemara. It is a bare place, loved by many, disliked by some, a stripped and barren territory, a lunar landscape, a terrain of grey stone, its

  bones swept clean by great sheets of ice which left the fields paved in huge clints of limestone and the mountains rounded into spiralling terraces.




  The people of the Burren found wealth in this rocky land. The grass that grew in the grykes, between the great clints or slabs of stone, was sweet and rich and the three wide valleys, formed by

  long-vanished rivers, provided lush spring and summer grazing for their herds of cattle. When the autumn rains arrived and the valleys flooded, the cattle were moved to the limestone land of the

  lower mountains where the rocks stored up the summer heat and the grass grew through the winter months.




  These mountains which girded the kingdom, like the enclosing walls of their dwelling places, held treasure within the mineral-rich seams where ancient seas had piled whorl upon whorl to form

  their terraced heights and this treasure was washed to the surface after winter storms and floods. Men herding their cattle or their sheep picked out lumps of gold and silver from the streams that

  bubbled down the mountains.




  These were taken as a gift from their gods and to honour these gods they formed things of great beauty with these metals. Torcs, brooches, intricately patterned collars of gold, silver bracelets

  were all made by them and worn at the four sacred festivals: Imbolc, Bealtaine, Lughnasa and Samhain.




  But the mountain was not despoiled.




  Until, in the year 1489, a silversmith, named Sorley Skerrett, from the nearby city of Galway, heard of these finds. He climbed the heights of Cappanabhaile Mountain in the north-west corner of

  the Burren, sat on a terrace near the summit and bent to drink from a spring that bubbled up from the mineral-rich joint between the layers of this wedding-cake-shaped mountain. What he saw in the

  stream was enough to fill him with excitement. He was back next day with some men carrying picks and shovels and what they found was evidence enough for him.




  Telling his secret to no one, he bought, first a tower house and its farm from Ardal O’Lochlainn, the newly appointed taoiseach of his clan. Then two of the three small farms nearby

  were bought up. The third farmer, a man with a young son, refused to sell the farm, Lios Mac Sioda, that had belonged to his family for time out of mind, but Sorley now had enough land to start to

  dig his mine. A party of Welsh miners, experienced in this work, were brought over and a small village was built for them.




  Year after year a vast fortune in silver was smashed, hammered and melted from the mountain. Sorley grew rich: the land laid waste, the Welsh miners more wretched.




  Nine years later the mountain took its revenge. The timbers that propped up the roofs had become saturated with water and unable to bear the weight of the limestone. The limestone itself,

  unstable and friable, began to crumble. On the last day of September in the year of 1508, there was a great storm. Heavy purple clouds swept in from the Aran Islands, sheets of lightning turned the

  ink-dark ocean a luminous silver, the thunderstrokes split the heavens time after time until it seemed as if the earth itself must rip apart. The people of the Burren brought their animals to

  shelter and then shut their door and windows and cowered within their homes until morning came and the storm died away.




  They never knew that the mine on Cappanabhaile Mountain had collapsed that night, leaving nine men dead and one so injured that his friends hoped for his sake that he would die. By now the

  miners knew that no compassion would come from their master, Sorley. The dead were hastily buried. A new party of men was brought from Wales. The mine was rebuilt. Once again the rocks were hacked

  from the mountain depths; once again, the poisons seeped down through the grasses.




  Sorley Skerrett became one of the richest men in the west of Ireland.




  And the cows on Lios Mac Sioda died miserably on the polluted land of the mountain.
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      BRITISH LIBRARY: MS VELLUM LEAVES: EGERTON 88




      Notes and Fragments of Early Irish Law, or Brehon Law, transcribed by Domhnall O’Davoren and his law-scholars, in the mid-sixteenth century, at Cahermacnaghten law

      school in the Barony of Burren, west of Ireland.




      This account comes from the notes written in the autumn of 1509, by Domhnall’s grandmother, Mara O’Davoren, Brehon of the Burren, in the reign of King

      Turlough Donn O’Brien. They deal with the case of a secret and unlawful killing at the time of the festival of Samhain in 1509.
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  The year of 1509 had brought a golden autumn to the west of Ireland. In the kingdom of the Burren the sun shone almost every day. The farmers,

  bóaires and ócaires, took a second, and then a third crop of hay from the rich grasslands of the valleys on the Burren. The limestone mountains of Cappanabhaile and of

  Mullaghmore sparkled silver in the warm light, storing up the heat for the winter months, and the cows grew fat on lowland grass that was moistened by nightly mists and warmed by daily

  sunlight.




  Sunrise had come to the Burren at half an hour after seven on the morning of 31 October, the feast of Samhain. First the rounded terraces of Mullaghmore showed blue against the pale gold

  of the sky. Then the low sun of an autumn dawn dyed the polished pavements with a saffron glow. The aromatic purple-grey smoke of peat fires rose lazily into the air and the cattle came swaying

  across the stony fields on their way to the milking cabins, their plaintive lowing forming a soft musical background to the early morning scene.




  Mara, Brehon of the Burren and ollamh, professor, of the law school, stood in her garden and looked over towards the ancient enclosure of Cahermacnaghten. Her six law scholars were

  noisily awake to the world, energetically pumping water from the well, banging the door of the scholars’ house, joking with Brigid in the kitchen house, carrying a basket of sods of turf into

  the schoolhouse, shouting, jostling each other, the young voices drowning the lonely chack, chack of the plump fieldfares overhead. Cumhal, Brigid’s husband and Mara’s farm

  manager, was chopping logs outside the house where he and Brigid lived and one of the farm workers was walking the cows into the milking parlour.




  It was time for lessons, but Mara lingered for a few precious moments in her garden, gazing with deep pleasure at the magenta cranesbill, the soft-blue harebells and the mauve pincushion

  flowers, each colour framed by a diamond shape of limestone strips and all still blooming as if it were late summer. It had been such a beautiful autumn with almost no frosts and even now, though

  the leaves had mostly fallen from the trees, the sunlight brought an aromatic scent from the sharp green needles of the two rosemary bushes that grew beside her gate. With a sigh she shook herself

  and started to walk towards the law school. Her life was a busy one and today promised to be even busier than usual. As Brehon of the Burren she was not only responsible for law and order in that

  stony kingdom but also had the added responsibility of her teaching duties at the law school.




  ‘Brigid, I don’t think that I will take the boys with me to Father David’s burial service,’ she said, putting her head in through the door of the kitchen house.

  ‘They’ll have to go to Mass tomorrow as it’s the Feast of All Saints and then again on Sunday. I think three times a week is too much. Fachtnan can supervise them for an hour or

  two and then they can have a game of hurley and an early dinner if I’m delayed for any reason.’




  Brigid, a small sandy-haired woman, was flying around the kitchen, clearing away the porridge bowls, and wiping spills of honey from the large wooden table. She smiled now, looking at the tall,

  slim figure with a world of affection in her light green eyes. Mara’s mother had died when she was young and Brigid, housekeeper to Mara’s father, Sémus O’Davoren, Brehon

  of the Burren, had been more than a mother to her.




  ‘That’s probably a good idea, Brehon,’ Brigid nodded approval. ‘Fachtnan is a great boy, he’s very good with the younger ones and Cumhal will be chopping wood in

  the yard for the next few hours so if Moylan or Aidan give any trouble he’ll pop in and sort them out. I’ll get Seán to saddle your mare now and you can be on the way. Mass is at

  eight o’clock, isn’t it?’




  ‘What would I do without you and Cumhal?’ Mara smiled back over her shoulder as she went out. It was amazing how Brigid always managed to do so many jobs at the same moment,

  vigorously swilling out the porridge pot, casting a quick appraising glance over Mara and nodding approval of the fur-lined mantle, the dark hair neatly braided over her head, the green gown over

  the snowy white léine; while shouting orders about the mare to Seán, checking the time by the candle clock on the shelf, throwing a few extra sods of turf on the kitchen fire

  and then rapping loudly on the open shutter at the window as a signal to the scholars that morning school was going to start.




  They were all sitting very upright in their desks when she went into the schoolhouse. Ten-year-old Shane and twelve-year-old Hugh were on the front bench; behind them were the two

  fourteen-year-olds, Aidan and Moylan, and the two older ones were at the back. Enda was sixteen and Fachtnan, who also acted as her assistant, was eighteen; both were due to take their final

  examinations next summer.




  ‘Samhain tonight, boys,’ said Mara. ‘You’ll have to work hard for Fachtnan if you want to have time to get ready for your party and for the festival

  afterwards.’




  ‘Will we have the afternoon off, Brehon?’ asked Moylan eagerly.




  ‘Sometimes we even have nearly the whole day off,’ said Aidan eyeing her hopefully.




  ‘I can’t remember that,’ said Mara drily. ‘However, I will have to attend the burial of Father David from Rathborney now, so I suppose if everyone works very well for

  Fachtnan this morning, I might think of cancelling lessons for this afternoon.’
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  The dawn sun, low in a pale yellow sky, was almost blinding as she walked her mare sedately down the steeply spiralling path leading to Rathborney valley. The air was very clear

  and she could see people converging on the church from all directions, some walking, some riding, all determined to pay their last respects to a popular and devout old man.




  There were figures also on the path that led from Newtown Castle, home of a prosperous silversmith and mine owner. Mara narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. Yes, it was Sorley Skerrett, the

  silversmith himself and Rory the bard was beside him. Mara could hear a loud laugh; the pair seemed to be best of friends. Mara lingered. After what she had learned of him last night, she had no

  inclination to meet Sorley again. He would probably go in by the nearby gate and would be in the church before she arrived there herself.




  The bell had not yet tolled by the time that Mara reached the bottom of the hill. To her annoyance Sorley was still at the gate, engaged in earnest conversation with Bishop Mauritius

  O’Brien, who, no doubt, had come to honour the dead priest. Mara watched with amusement as Sorley produced a beautiful communion cup from a leather satchel. So that was why he was here

  – not to pay his respects to the dead, but to sell to the living. They were talking earnestly and Mara did not wish to meet either so she continued up the lane towards Gleninagh mountain, and

  entered the churchyard by the gate near to the old church ruins. There was a cart, with a young man holding the reins of the patient donkey, a little way up the lane and as Mara tied her horse to a

  nearby tree, a sturdily built man, wearing a beekeeper’s veil and heavy leather gloves, came out carrying a straw skep or hive and placed it on the cart. Several bees were buzzing angrily

  around his head, and around the head of the young man, but both ignored them. Mara went quickly through the gate and turned to go up to the west door of the new church.




  ‘Giolla is taking his bees up to the mountain for a last feed of heather before the winter sets in,’ said a familiar voice behind Mara.




  ‘Toin, how good to see you.’ Mara turned and then hesitated. The customary thing would be to follow this by saying: ‘you’re looking well’, but no one could say that

  of the figure sitting on a wooden bench beside the path; his hand was pressed to his side and his eyes were black with pain. She had heard that Toin the briuga, or hospitaller, was unwell,

  but she had not expected to see this level of deterioration in a man whom she had last seen hosting a cheerful crowd of merchants from Galway.




  ‘You’re not well, Toin,’ she said, going over to him. She was fond of Toin; they shared a love of gardening and in the early days of her garden he had given her many plants,

  but in her busy life she had not seen him for several months. He looks a dying man, thought Mara, eyeing with concern the briuga’s grey face.




  ‘It’s good to see you, Brehon, come and sit by me for a minute.’ His voice was still extraordinarily rich and full – a beautiful voice, Mara always thought – but

  his head was like a skull, the skin dry and bloodless and the brown eyes sunk deeply into their sockets. As always, he was richly dressed; but the clothes fluttered on his emaciated form like those

  on a scarecrow in a windswept field.




  ‘Can I do anything for you, assist you home perhaps?’ He had been a neighbour and a close friend of Father David, but he certainly didn’t look well enough to stay for the

  burial service and the funeral. Her words had hardly been spoken when she heard another voice.




  ‘Could you use a strong arm, Toin? I’m all finished here now; my son will take that lot up to the hills to feed from the heather and I’ll just leave these last few skeps down

  here in the shelter of the wall. There aren’t many bees in these ones and they will be best in the warmth.’ The beekeeper Giolla approached, pulling off his hat with the veil still

  attached and placing his heavy gauntlets inside of it before he bowed courteously to Mara.




  ‘This is my friend, Giolla. He gives me a pot of honey every year,’ said Toin with a wry smile. He was obviously very ill, but the habit of courtesy was still there.




  ‘Your guests must enjoy that.’ Mara smiled at the old man, but she feared that the hospitaller would not entertain many more guests in this life.




  ‘I give a pot to those of my neighbours who have gardens and a swarm if they have a farm,’ said Giolla sitting down on the other side of the old man and looking at him with

  concern.




  ‘Ah, recompense for bee trespass!’ said Mara. ‘My scholars always find this very amusing when they learn the laws about it. They make up jokes about spotting Eoin

  Mac-Namara’s bees in my garden and then serving a writ upon him. It always seems to amuse them and it’s one thing that they never forget from their studies. Does everyone welcome the

  swarm? I’m not a lover of honey so wouldn’t care for it myself.’




  ‘I don’t force it on anyone.’ For some reason Giolla’s open, pleasant face had grown dark with anger.




  ‘Giolla is upset because when he presented a swarm to our neighbour over there a few weeks ago,’ explained Toin with a nod towards the figure of Sorley still earnestly talking to the

  bishop, ‘well, the man picked up a shovel and thrust the skep into the fire in the courtyard.’




  ‘What!’ Mara was appalled.




  ‘And every one of the bees was burned to death,’ said Giolla bitterly.




  ‘But why did he do that?’




  Giolla shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well, I brought them along to him as he owns three farms. And he started screaming at me to take them away. He had a big party of men there. They’d

  all been out hunting and they were putting the hares on trestle tables in the courtyard when I arrived. Most of them were pretty drunk; they were swallowing down flagons of hot mead. They all

  started to laugh at him and he got furiously angry. He screamed at them that bee stings were dangerous for him. I put the straw skep on the table and he pushed it into the fire. Anyway, let’s

  forget him. Can I do anything for you, Toin?’




  ‘No, no, my servant has gone for my medicine. You should go, both of you. There’s the first stroke of the bell. The church will be full today.’




  ‘I’ll just check on those last few skeps and make sure that the bees are settling down,’ said Giolla bowing a farewell to Mara as she hastened towards the church.
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  The bees were everywhere that sunny autumn, thought Mara; even here in the church a few adventurous bees had flown through the open window shutters and landed briefly on the

  flower-bestrewn coffin in front of the altar. From her seat at the top of the church, Mara smiled. The deceased priest, Father David, had always been fond of the little creatures. It seemed fitting

  that the gentle old man should have had this fleeting visit in his last hour above the ground. She glanced around the church, wondering if anyone else had noticed the bees’ swift descent, but

  heads were bent in prayer or whispering to a neighbour and no one met her smile. Most of the people were known to her, but she caught sight of a deformed man whom she had not seen before. She

  turned back to the altar; the bishop had finished his last prayer, six men of the parish came forward, shouldered the coffin, and walked slowly along the side aisle towards the south door. The

  sacristan scurried ahead, key in hand; this door, which led to the ruins of the earlier church of Rathborney, was always kept locked except when a coffin was carried through it towards the

  graveyard.




  Mara glanced around again. The custom was that the dead person’s relatives were the first to follow the coffin, but Father David had only the people of the parish to mourn him. Probably

  Sorley Skerrett, silversmith and owner of the nearby Newtown Castle, the most important person in the parish, should be first, but he did not appear to be in the church. This was odd; surely he had

  not gone home once he had finished talking to the bishop. Bishop Mauritius O’Brien, cousin to the king, had a quick eye that would immediately notice his absence from the service.

  Sorley’s plain-faced daughter, Una, was there in the front bench, as was his apprentice, Daire, and their guest, Ulick Burke, Lord of Clanrickard in the county of Galway, but Sorley, himself,

  was nowhere to be seen.




  Quietly Mara got to her feet. As the king’s representative, responsible for law and order in the kingdom, there was no doubt that, although only present today because of her affection for

  Father David, she was the person of highest status in the church. As soon as she moved, others stood up also and began to form an orderly line behind her, filling the middle aisle of the little

  church.




  The key grated in the lock of the south door and the coffin bearers bent their heads in preparation for stepping through its low arch. The sacristan lifted the latch and then there was a pause.

  No one moved. Mara peered around the bulky form of the bishop. The sacristan’s face was red as he put his weight behind the door and endeavoured to push it. Mara concealed a smile. No doubt,

  no one had thought of checking that the ancient door, part of the old ruined church, was still in working order. Perhaps it had swollen, or more likely, since the weather had been very dry, a giant

  stone had fallen from the old arch above it and had blocked it.




  ‘Excuse me, Brehon, excuse me, my lord,’ Daire pushed his way past both of them and put his powerful shoulder to the door. It opened, slowly and gradually, with no sound of stone

  grating on stone. As soon as there was a gap large enough, Daire squeezed through and stepped into the ruins. The crowd in the church shuffled impatiently, whispers grew louder, but then stopped

  abruptly as Daire stepped back into the church, closing the door behind him. His face was white and his pale blue eyes wide with shock. He hesitated for a moment, passing his hand through his

  silver-blond hair, while he looked around the congregation and then his worried gaze found Mara. Her reactions were swift; she moved forward and joined him. He said nothing, just turned and she

  followed him, squeezing through the door and then stopped.




  Now she could see what had blocked the door. A body lay there. A heavy body, fallen on his back with his face upturned to the open sky above the ruined church. Mara took in a deep breath,

  looking at the man on the ground with a feeling of sick dismay. The rich velvet tunic, the opulent, fur-lined cloak were just the same as she had seen them less than half an hour ago, but the face

  was almost unrecognizable: awful, congested, and blue, with a swollen, purple tongue and frightful staring eyes as green and protruding as boiled gooseberries.




  Sorley Skerrett, silversmith and mine owner, one of the richest men in the kingdom, was lying dead on the flagstones of the ruined church.




  







  Two




  

    

      MACCSHLECHTA (SON SECTIONS)




      There are seven categories of sons who are ineligible to inherit from their father:




      1. The son who is conceived in the bushes




      2. The son of a prostitute




      3. The son of the road (given shelter, but not formally adopted)




      4. The son of a woman having a sexual relationship with two men at the time of the conception




      5. The proclaimed or outlawed son




      6. The son who attacks his father




      7. The impious son who neglects the care of an aged parent
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  The night before the death of Sorley Skerrett, his great hall had been perfumed with the sweet smell of honey. Over a hundred beeswax candles,

  yellow as butter, burned in stately silver candelabra, or from within the shelter of ruby-coloured Venetian glass goblets. Each polished surface, of silver or of oak, reflected back the tiny

  triangular orange flames; purple velvet cushions glowed in their light and the pale blue silk hangings shimmered on the walls.




  Mara, Brehon and lawgiver of the kingdom of the Burren, had stood inside the doorway and looked around the hall while the servant went to fetch his master. It was an unusual room, placed at the

  top of Newtown Castle, its octagonal shape fitting snugly into the rounded walls of the exterior. It had two wide, stone-mullioned windows at the west and north-west sides of the room and, twenty

  feet above their heads, a wooden gallery ran around the wall. A woman was up there; she did not raise her head or show any interest in the guest below, but stayed bent over her embroidery frame, a

  heavy woman, middle-aged, thought Mara, wondering who she was – her host, Sorley, did not have a wife, as far as she knew.




  ‘Brehon, you are very welcome. It’s good of you to come.’ Now Sorley Skerrett, native of Galway city, silversmith and mine owner, immensely fat, immensely rich and dressed in

  the most opulent silks and velvets, was bustling out of a small room at the side of the staircase, greeting her noisily. Mara inclined her head. Sorley had owned this castle on the north-western

  side of the kingdom of the Burren for over twenty years, but had spent little time in it, so Mara hardly knew him. Her smile broadened though when she saw the burly figure of King Turlough follow

  him out.




  Turlough Donn had become king of Thomond, Corcomroe and Burren ten years ago, in the year 1499. He was a heavily built man – about fifty years old, with the brown hair, which had given him

  the nickname of ‘Donn’, just turning grey, light green eyes and a pleasant open face. A pair of huge moustaches curving down from either side of his mouth gave his face a warlike look,

  but his eyes showed the essential gentleness and amiability of the man. Mara was betrothed to him and they planned to be married at Christmas.




  ‘Mara!’ Turlough was not inhibited by the presence of Sorley and he gave her his usual hearty hug. She released herself after a minute and greeted Sorley with a pleasant coolness.

  She didn’t like this silversmith. For Turlough’s sake she would get this supper over and then there would be no more friendly visits, she resolved. What business did Turlough have with

  him, anyway, she wondered? Why had he urged her so strongly to come on this evening?




  ‘Una,’ called Sorley and the woman above put down her needle and slowly and heavily descended the gallery stairs and came through the open door to the landing outside. ‘My

  daughter, Una.’ Sorley made the introduction perfunctorily and Una barely acknowledged Mara’s greeting. Sorley whispered in her ear and she went to have a quiet conversation with the

  servant before returning to them.




  ‘We’ll sit at the table, I think, and have a glass of wine while we are waiting for the others.’ Sorley was busy indicating chairs. ‘My lord, will you sit here between me

  and my daughter. Brehon, you sit opposite. Ulick Burke and Lawyer Bodkin from Galway will be here in a moment and they will keep you company.’ Busily he ushered her to a space between two

  empty chairs.




  ‘What a splendid room,’ murmured Mara. ‘You must be very proud of it.’




  ‘I am, indeed,’ he gazed around him with satisfaction and then his face took on a flicker of malice as the door opened and a small man in his middle forties entered quietly.

  ‘See how I am honoured today,’ continued Sorley with a chuckle. ‘Not just a king to dine with me, but also Ulick Burke, Lord of Clanrickard! Ulick, you will entertain the Brehon

  on your side of the table and my daughter, Una, will entertain King Turlough on this side.’ There was a heavy note of irony in his voice as he looked from his guest to his plain-faced, silent

  daughter.




  Mara glanced across the table. Una’s pale, heavy features were suffused with an ugly red flush and her eyes flashed. Turlough looked a little annoyed at not being seated beside his

  betrothed lady. She gave him a reassuring smile and turned to Ulick. Ulick, of course, was his usual imperturbable self as he greeted her warmly. Things could have been worse, Mara thought with an

  inner chuckle. She could have been placed beside her host and have had to endure his interminable stories of his latest triumph of salesmanship or sharp practice. Ulick, at least, whatever his

  reputation, was always fun. How many wives had he had, she wondered? He married and then divorced with dizzying rapidity. Was it four wives, or five? She surveyed him. He had become

  taoiseach over twenty-four years ago and must now be a man of fifty at least, but he didn’t look it. His blond hair was slightly greying, but his skin was smooth and lightly tanned and

  his blue eyes seemed to caress her subtly as he raised his glass of mead, nibbled on an almond from the silver dish in front of them and smiled sweetly at her.




  ‘How is your wife?’ she asked politely. It should be safe to assume that he had some wife, or other, she thought, but he shook his head firmly.




  ‘Still living in sin, Brehon,’ he said loudly and merrily. ‘I haven’t the least notion of how any of my wives are and I have no intention of finding out.’




  Turlough gave an amused bark of laughter, but then politely bent his head to examine a piece of silver that Sorley had brought over from the window ledge.




  Mara raised an eyebrow. ‘Still living with . . . ?’ she queried.




  ‘With the wife of the O’Kelly. Living in open adultery, as the O’Kelly keeps telling everyone,’ said Ulick with relish. ‘I must be getting old,’ he added

  thoughtfully. ‘We’ve been together now for four years, since the battle of Knock-doe, in fact. I suppose since her husband fought against me then, it has made me more inclined to hang

  on to her. Still, sometimes I wouldn’t mind something younger, do you have any ideas?’ He looked at her with a sweet smile, and then glanced across the table where on the right hand of

  the king, in the place of honour, sat Sorley’s daughter.




  Una glared at Ulick and then got up abruptly, leaving her drink untasted and walked towards the door.




  ‘Oh, dear,’ said Ulick imperturbably, though he lowered his voice. ‘Do you think I’ve upset her? Would you think that she is a virgin? Probably. She has no chance, poor

  girl. Look at the father! Could you get a more ugly face than that? And the mother, too! Very, very plain, my dear Brehon. Still this Una may be her father’s heir – she seems to be an

  only child – and that would compensate, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘Is Una’s mother dead?’ asked Mara, keeping her voice low, but deciding that to discuss Una’s mother was probably more suitable than discussing Ulick’s amours.




  ‘No, no, Brehon! Of course, you probably don’t know them well. Sorley hasn’t been here in the Burren too often in the last ten years or so. He spends most of his time in

  Kinvarra. No, the mother isn’t dead. He divorced her about eight years ago. Toin the hospitaller told me that. Lucky woman, I suppose, to get away from him.’




  ‘Shh,’ murmured Mara with an eye towards Sorley.




  ‘Oh, don’t worry about him, Brehon; like all bullies, he’s quite a coward. I’ve seen him turn to a quivering jelly when a few bees flew near to him. Though, to be fair,

  it appears that he swells up like a balloon if he gets stung. Anyway, you’re right. I must keep him sweet. Who knows – he may be my father-in-law at some stage.’




  ‘Indeed.’ Mara took a sip of wine and sat back, wondering what to do with this man. In a moment, Ulick would be overheard by his host and that would lead to trouble. As Brehon of the

  Burren, she was responsible for maintaining law and order in the kingdom and she could not afford to gossip in public. ‘Beautiful silver, isn’t it?’ she murmured holding up her

  goblet and admiring it by the light of the eight-branched candelabra in front of her.




  To her relief, he followed her lead and called out noisily, ‘We’re admiring your silver goblets, Sorley. Beautiful, my dear fellow, beautiful.’




  Sorley’s fat face creased in a smile, and Ulick turned back to Mara.




  ‘Well, that will keep him happy for a while, won’t it? Now what shall we talk about? You’re looking very, very attractive, you know. I love that green gown – it goes so

  well with your beautiful black hair and your lovely hazel eyes. You don’t look a day over twenty.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Mara sweetly, trying to conceal her amusement as his gaze subtly flattered her, sweeping from the top of her head, down over the sheen of expensive blue-green silk

  from her new gown. It had been made by an expert seamstress in Galway and fitted her like a glove, tightly laced at the bodice and flowing out from the waist. The long loose sleeves, laced to the

  gown at the shoulders, fell to her wrists in a cascade of shimmering pale green. She knew she looked well and she also knew that Ulick certainly didn’t believe that she was twenty; he had

  been a friend of King Turlough from the days of their youth and had known Mara for at least ten years. However, she had no intention of bothering to inform him that she was thirty-six so she just

  returned his smile.




  ‘And how thrilling to be getting married to the king! You must tell me all about your courtship. I hope you ask me to the wedding. I always enjoy other people’s weddings. I have even

  enjoyed all of my own.’




  ‘What time is dinner, I’m hungry?’ asked Mara. Obviously dinner wasn’t going to be served for some time; Una had gone back up to the gallery and had seated herself at her

  embroidery frame. Mara’s eyes followed her and she saw a well-dressed young man come out of a door and seat himself beside her. She frowned with surprise.




  ‘Is that Rory the bard?’ she asked and Ulick nodded vigorously.




  ‘Yes, he’s been staying here. A neighbour of yours, is he not?’ A slight frown creased his face as he added, ‘He’s the life and soul of the party here. Pity he

  can’t play a little better.’ The young bard had begun to strum a soulful love song on a zither, the silver plectrum flashing on his thumb, and Ulick’s eyes flickered maliciously

  as he bent to whisper in Mara’s ear.




  ‘I suspect that the bard is making love to the daughter of the house. What do you think? Should I try to cut him out? She’s plain, but think of the money!’




  ‘As far as I know, Rory is in love with Aoife, the daughter of Muiris O’Heynes, a farmer at Poulnabrucky,’ said Mara mildly. ‘Anyway, he’s a bit young for

  her.’




  ‘She looks about fifty, of course, but she’s probably only about twenty-seven or twenty-eight, and as for your farmers’ daughters, which one of them would have the wealth of

  the silversmith’s daughter? Sorley is immensely rich, you know. It’s not just the silversmith business. He has that mine, worked by all those poor Welsh miners, on the slopes of the

  mountain above our heads,’ he pointed towards the silver heights of Cappanabhaile that could be seen through the western window, before continuing. ‘Yes, I think I’ll cut the bard

  out. Do you think that Sorley would be happy for me to marry his daughter? It would bring a bit of the good blood of the de Burgos into the family, wouldn’t it, my dear Brehon? And I

  don’t suppose that I would have to see too much of her.’




  ‘Mara,’ called Turlough from across the table and she turned to him with relief. ‘I was talking to this lawyer from Galway. I told him that you would be here. It will be

  interesting for you to meet him.’




  ‘I’ve placed him next to you at table,’ said Sorley, with an oily smile. ‘I hope you both will help me to solve a little problem. There’s a small dispute between

  myself and Cathal the sea captain.’




  Mara bowed gravely and took another sip of wine to hide the flash of irritation that she knew would show in her eyes. So that was it. Sorley had been very insistent on Turlough bringing her to

  supper here this evening. Now he was going to get two legal opinions, one of Brehon law and one of English law. He had a reputation for using either law as it suited his purpose. If she had known

  about this she would not have come, but for Turlough’s sake, she would not make a fuss now.




  ‘Of course he usually uses the Brehon of Kinvarra,’ whispered Ulick, as Sorley started to explain to Turlough about the boatload of silver that he had lost in a storm. ‘What I

  would call a pliable man, my dear Brehon! Shame he died last week. A great loss to Sorley! He’s wondering whether you are going to play ball, now. I can see it in his little piggy eyes. You

  know about Sorley and the Brehon of Kinvarra, of course?’




  ‘I understand that Sorley’s principal place of residence is the tower house of Dunguaire at Kinvarra so of course he would have consulted the local Brehon,’ said Mara in a

  noncommittal way, but she knew exactly what Ulick meant. There had been ugly, distasteful rumours of bribery attached to that particular Brehon. She turned her shoulder to Ulick and looked

  enquiringly across the table at Sorley who was leaning across the table towards her.




  ‘But before Lawyer Bodkin arrives there is something I want to show you, Brehon.’ Sorley left the room hastily.




  ‘Sorley was telling me that he has sold Dunguaire at Kinvarra to my cousin, Mahon O’Brien,’ remarked Turlough as the door closed behind their host and his assistant.




  ‘So now he is going to be based at the Burren,’ mused Ulick with a smile hovering around his lips. ‘Well, it will be interesting to see what he is going to show you, Brehon. A

  little present, perhaps. A goblet . . .’




  ‘Lawyer Bodkin, he must be from one of the merchant families of Galway,’ said Mara, adroitly avoiding the subject. ‘There are the Lynches, the Skerretts, the Bodkins, the

  Blakes, the Martins and the Joyces . . .’




  ‘All newcomers, my dear Brehon, the de Burgos were there before any of them.’




  ‘And the O’Connors and the O’Flahertys before the de Burgos.’ But Turlough said it with a smile. He was fond of the little man and amused by him.




  And then the door opened and in came Sorley’s assistant, Daire, a handsome, tall, silver-blond young man – probably of Viking origin, Mara had often thought in the past. He was

  carrying a wide, shallow box. Sorley bustled past him, cleared a small, deeply carved table of its silver boxes of sugared comfits, and then placed the table beside Mara’s chair.




  With pride shining from his face, Daire carefully placed the box on the table and took off its lid. It was lined with heavy green velvet and the bottom was a chessboard of dark cherry-tree wood

  chequered with squares of ivory. Without saying a word, Daire took the white pieces from the carefully carved sections at the right-hand side of the box and set them one by one on the board. Each

  piece was moulded from shining silver. The castle was a perfect replica of Sorley’s Newtown Castle, the knight pranced on a horse which looked almost alive, its nostrils tiny specks of rubies

  and the engraved lines in the silver mimicking the white and grey shading of the Connemara ponies. The bishop came next – it was obviously Mauritius, Bishop of Kilfenora; the queen followed,

  dressed in the traditional léine, showing beneath her gown; and then the king, in the garb of a chieftain, with great wide bristling moustaches. Daire set each piece on its dark

  square of wood or white square of ivory with the loving care of a creator and then glancing at Mara with a smile touching the corners of his mouth, he produced the first pawn and Mara gave a start

  of surprise. The pawn was a tiny version of her wolfhound, Bran. There was no mistaking the pose; the little figure sat, head slightly cocked to one side, waiting for a command, just the way that

  Bran sat day after day at his mistress’s feet. Turlough picked up the king and roared with laughter as he fingered the moustaches.




  ‘You made these, Daire?’ asked Turlough looking at the wolfhound pawn.




  From behind there was a wheezing laugh. ‘No, no,’ said Sorley, ‘Daire is a good apprentice, my lord, but he is not quite ready for work like this yet. He helped, of course, in

  fact he did quite a lot, but it needed the master-hand to get everything right. Anyway, you like the set? And you, Brehon? Put the rest of them out, boy, show them all to King Turlough and the

  Brehon.’




  Mara glanced at Daire. All the light seemed to have gone out of his face, even the shining hair seemed to be dimmed, his mouth was set in a hard, straight line and his hand shook slightly as he

  took out the remainder of the pawns and set them in their row. Then he took the black pieces from the left-hand side and Mara saw that these were made of copper, obviously from the same mould as

  the silver pieces. Last of all, Daire took out the queen and held it for a moment before placing it on its dark, polished square and Mara smiled slightly to herself. She hadn’t noticed the

  resemblance with the silver pieces, but now in the dark copper she could see that the queen was herself: the head crowned with coiled braids of dark hair and even, as she looked closely, a tiny

  scroll in one hand.




  At the same moment, Turlough recognized the likeness. He took the little figure affectionately in his huge hand and held it up to the light.




  ‘I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life!’ The words exploded from him. Mara gave him an affectionate glance. Turlough was a man who never could keep his feelings

  secret. If Sorley had hoped to sell this set to the king, he could probably ask any price for it now.




  Mara looked keenly at Daire; more than ever, she was certain that Daire had made this magnificent chess set, something which any king would be proud to own. She looked at the figures again; the

  set was obviously inspired by Daire’s visit to Cahermacnaghten a year ago. He had come back with Fachtnan after the festivities of Samhain; she had persuaded him to stay the night in

  the scholars’ house, as the evening had turned very foggy. Sorley had never seen her wolfhound, Bran, but Daire had; and Bran made great friends with the young silversmith that day. Only

  Daire could have copied Bran’s characteristic pose with such exactitude. If it were true that Daire had made this chess set, then why was he still an apprentice? However, if the master said

  that he did not do the work, then matters could be difficult. Mara glanced back at Daire and saw him look covertly at Sorley. There was a look of black despair mingled with hatred in the young

  man’s eyes.




  ‘This is one of the most beautiful objects that I have ever seen,’ she said with sincerity. ‘The man who made this set is a real artist.’




  The dark look on Daire’s face lightened slightly and he smiled, his hand lightly touching the head of one of the little wolfhound pawns and then his face fell again as he shot another

  resentful glance at his master. ‘Shall I put them away now before we eat?’ he asked dully.




  ‘No, no, leave them where they are.’




  So that the king will continue to be tempted, thought Mara and then, as she saw the silversmith’s eyes rest appraisingly on her, she changed her mind. I believe they are meant for a bribe

  for me, she thought, feeling more amused than annoyed.




  ‘Lawyer Bodkin is ready now, Father.’ Una appeared at the door, giving the chess set a quick look of comprehension and then turning back to Sorley.




  ‘Bring him in, my dear,’ he said, and Una left the room without a word returning a few minutes later with the lawyer. She made no effort to introduce him, Mara noticed, but allowed

  him to make his own way through the room.




  Lawyer Bodkin was a tall, thin, distinguished-looking man, dressed in a black lawyer’s gown. He had a small pointed beard tinged with grey and a pair of intelligent pale blue eyes. He

  greeted the king with respect and Mara with interest.




  ‘I’ve heard of you,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’s a great privilege to meet you.’




  ‘And a privilege for me, also,’ said Mara with sincerity as the food was carried into the hall and the servants moved around filling plates and replenishing wine from silver flagons.

  ‘I’m going to pick your brains about English law. I’m ashamed I know so little about it.’ She leaned towards him eagerly as he took his place beside her.




  Ulick began to flirt with Una across the table. However, Una made no response and Ulick turned his attention towards Sorley. He met his match there, thought Mara keeping one amused ear open

  while listening to Lawyer Bodkin’s long explanation about common law and Roman law and then telling him of her responsibilities for maintaining law and order on the Burren and educating her

  young law scholars. Sorley seemed to be taunting Ulick with his poverty and Ulick, she noticed, was beginning to lose his temper, clenching his fist and giving short replies.
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  ‘Excellent food!’ Lawyer Bodkin placed his fork with mathematical precision in the centre of his empty plate and leaned back.




  ‘And drink,’ said Ulick. He quaffed another goblet, full of wine, saying to the lawyer, ‘do you have any beautiful lady judges like this one in Galway?’




  Too much wine, too much food, too much of everything. Mara sat back in her chair to allow Ulick to converse with the lawyer across her. Her eyes went to Rory who was drinking heavily; he had

  given up trying to talk to Una and was concentrating on swallowing as much as he could from every dish and every flagon. Obviously he was a visitor in the house; he had come out of one of the guest

  chambers on the top floor. If he had been merely employed as a bard, he would probably just have bedded down in the guardroom or in one of the many small cabins that lined the courtyard.




  ‘If you’re sure you won’t have anything else to eat, I’d like to discuss this legal matter with you two learned people,’ said Sorley with an unctuous smile across

  the table at Mara and Lawyer Bodkin. ‘My apprentice has work to do and the young people can go up to the gallery.’ He addressed Una and she got up immediately.




  ‘You must mean me when you speak of young people,’ said Ulick gaily. He got to his feet, seeming quite unaffected by the amount of wine that he had drunk, went around the table and

  seized Rory by the arm.




  ‘Come on, Master Bard,’ he said. ‘Let me play the zither to you and teach you how it should be done.’ He guided the scowling bard expertly through the door and Daire

  followed them with a quick bow in Mara’s direction.




  ‘I’ll get the papers.’ Sorley bustled out after them.




  ‘Mara turned to Lawyer Bodkin. ‘This is where we sing for our supper,’ she said lightly.




  ‘Indeed,’ he murmured. ‘It’s going to be interesting to watch you at work.’




  Then he took a seat on the long bench by the fire and said no more. He had a cautious look on his face and Mara approved of that. They were both going to be put into a difficult position by

  their host of the evening. She left her own seat and went to sit beside him.




  ‘We neither of us want this to be a court, I should imagine.’ She kept her tone low; Una, Rory and Ulick were above their heads in the wooden gallery.




  He bowed, looking amused. ‘Reconciliation?’ he queried.




  ‘And perhaps a little elucidation,’ she suggested, inclining her head.




  He bowed again. ‘I shall follow your lead, my lady judge,’ he said. ‘Judicially speaking,’ and here he tugged at his grey beard, ‘you are the senior

  here.’




  Mara eyed him curiously. A man with an excellent mind and a sharp wit; how could he believe in such a flawed and unjust legal system as English law, which dealt so savagely with people and

  punished with the gallows, or worse, minor crimes such as stealing. Over dinner, he had been unable to convince her of its rectitude and she had been unable to shake him in his prejudices against

  Brehon law. He had been appalled to learn that they had no prisons in these Gaelic kingdoms.




  ‘We must meet again,’ she said and turned as Sorley came back in holding a scroll in his hand.




  ‘The case is quite simple,’ said Sorley standing up before them, dominating the proceedings, thought Mara. ‘This is the list of the valuable silver candlesticks, goblets,

  plates, brooches, that were lost when Cathal’s boat sank in the storm in Drumcreehy Bay. He managed to get the boat righted, but my silver was left at the bottom of the ocean. I feel that he

  should pay me what it was worth.’




  ‘And what does Cathal say?’ enquired Mara cautiously.




  ‘Oh, he has some story that his son might be able to recover the casks in midwinter when the tides are low.’




  ‘And would you be happy to wait?’




  ‘Certainly not! I want the value now.’ Sorley shook his head vigorously.




  ‘What does the sea captain say?’ Lawyer Bodkin responded to Sorley’s enquiring look after a minute.




  ‘He’s complaining that he will be ruined, but that’s not my affair,’ said Sorley impatiently.




  ‘And you have always been satisfied about the arrangements that he made in the past? You were happy with the way that he packed it; with the position of the goods within his ship?’

  Mara looked keenly at Sorley. Now was the time for a little subtle pressure, a covert hint that things might not go his way if he brought this case to court. In her experience this often helped to

  make warring parties resolve their differences. Lawyer Bodkin gave a nod.




  ‘He always delivered the goods safely before,’ said Sorley harshly, ‘I had no cause for complaint.’




  ‘Just so,’ returned Mara. ‘However, the law, our law, would say that sending goods by a sea is a perilous undertaking and you would, naturally, be aware of the risks. Do you

  feel that Cathal could have predicted this wave?’




  ‘That’s his business, not mine.’ Sorley was losing patience.




  ‘Surely,’ murmured Mara, ‘but the question is would you be willing to wait until the tides are lower and his son can make another attempt to retrieve the box of

  silver?’




  ‘Lawyer Bodkin, what have you to say?’ asked Sorley, turning his head.




  ‘I think,’ said the lawyer speaking slowly and carefully, ‘that everything I’ve heard so far makes excellent sense in both English and Brehon law. This case would not

  come under the jurisdiction of the Galway court as the goods were lost in the sea adjacent to the Burren and the two people concerned are both inhabitants of the Burren. However, since I am here I

  will give my advice and that would be to wait and see what the lower tides will reveal.’ He smiled imperturbably into the silver merchant’s angry face.




  ‘I’ll wait no longer,’ said Sorley harshly. ‘I want the value of that silver and I want it now.’




  ‘In that case,’ said Mara regretfully, ‘this is a case that I must deal with at Poulnabrone in front of the people of the kingdom. Shall we appoint Saturday 16 November for the

  hearing? I would advise both to bring witnesses and this will give you time to find those witnesses. I will send my farm manager to see Cathal and to tell him that he will need to find someone who

  is expert in tides and sea voyages, and Sorley, you will need to find someone who will testify as to the value of the silver.’




  ‘Easily done,’ said Sorley, sitting down again. ‘In fact, if anything I may have underestimated the value of the goods.’ He smiled the smile of a fat man, his eyes almost

  disappearing into the mounds of flesh. No doubt, he was running through a mental list of silver merchants who would be happy to oblige him.




  ‘And now, I think I must leave you,’ murmured Mara rising to her feet. ‘I have a busy day tomorrow and will have to rise early. She looked towards Turlough; he had to be back

  in Thomond that night, but they would ride home together.




  ‘Daire will show you downstairs and make sure that your horse is ready, Brehon,’ said Sorley ringing a silver bell with alacrity. ‘My lord,’ he turned to Turlough,

  ‘there is just one more little piece of business that I must detain you with. He will be down instantly, Brehon.’
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  ‘Daire, why are you still an apprentice? Haven’t you served the full seven years?’ This matter had been puzzling Mara through the evening, and while they

  waited by the fire in the gatehouse she thought she would bring it up. She knew enough about English law to know that there were strict rules about the length of an apprenticeship.




  ‘I have served my seven years,’ said Daire bitterly, ‘but I can’t become a silversmith until my master says that I am sufficiently skilled.’




  ‘I see.’ It’s none of my business, thought Mara, and then instantly changed her mind. Injustice was her business. ‘You made that chess set, didn’t you?’ She

  eyed him keenly by the light of the pitch torch and he nodded reluctantly.




  ‘But he wants to retain you?’ This would suit with what she knew of Sorley’s character.




  ‘That and . . .’ Daire hesitated for a moment, his eyes on the doorway. ‘. . . he wanted me to marry his daughter.’ The gatekeeper had gone across to the stableman and

  was admiring the horses; nevertheless, Daire sunk his voice to a low murmur.




  ‘Why does . . .’ Mara’s astonished voice died away at the sound of an anguished yell.




  The gates to the roadway had been opened in preparation for the king and Brehon’s departure. A thin ragged figure had stolen in. He was dressed in a torn, stained léine and

  his hair was ragged and untrimmed and falling over his face. As he turned his face to hers she could see that he was not much more than a boy, about the same age as her eldest scholars, she

  reckoned or even younger. It looked as if tearstains had run down through the dirt on his cheeks, bristly with adolescent fluff.




  ‘Cuan, it’s no good.’ Daire’s words were compassionate, but the porter who had run over had no compunction.




  ‘Get out of there! Stop hanging around here!’ he said, aiming a kick at the boy.




  ‘Stop!’ the quiet authority in Mara’s voice made the man step back.




  ‘I’m only following orders, Brehon,’ he muttered.




  ‘Who is this?’ asked Mara.




  ‘This is my master’s son, Brehon,’ said Daire quietly. ‘Sorley has banished him.’




  ‘That’s right, Brehon,’ said the porter, eager to justify himself. ‘I’ve been told to drive him away as soon as I see him.’




  ‘I just want to see my father, I just want to talk to him.’ The boy’s voice was broken with sobs.




  ‘How old is he?’ asked Mara in an undertone to Daire.




  ‘About seventeen, I think.’ Daire replied in the same low voice, but there had been no necessity. It was even difficult for Mara to hear his words as now the boy had turned his face

  towards the windows of the tower house and was shrieking at the top of his voice: ‘Father, I must see you; I must see you. I’m starving. I must see you; I’m your son.’




  If he were over seventeen, then his father’s legal obligation to care for him had ceased, thought Mara. Nevertheless, it was very harsh to banish your only son, especially for a man of

  such huge wealth.
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