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			For my husband,

			who wants nothing more than the entire sea;

			For Marybeth,

			who made me read that essay collection;

			For my mother,

			who let me take the book of dirty limericks;

			And in loving memory of my mother-in-law,

			Lynda Kay Lawhon
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				The Triquetra, also known as the Trinity Knot, is a triangular symbol made up of three overlapping arcs. In ancient Celtic artwork it was often used to symbolize the lifespan of a woman: Maiden, Mother, Matriarch.
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			Cast of Characters

			By order of appearance.

			Some characters are mentioned before they appear on the page.

			
				Grace O’Malley: “Bird,” the pirate queen of Ireland, redheaded ferocity

				Eóin O’Malley: The O’Malley, Maeve’s husband, Grace and Donal’s father, patriarch

				Donal O’Malley: “Donal of the Pipes,” Grace’s older brother, landlubber

				Sivney: Eóin’s first mate

				Maeve O’Malley: Eóin’s wife, Grace’s mother, frightfully astute

				Gutty: orphan, keeper of fires, curses with flare

				The Murray Twins: Finn and Murray respectively, taciturn, loyal, aesthetically unpleasing

				Manannán: the Irish sea god, speaks only to Grace

				Nora O’Malley: Donal’s wife, former servant, clever

				Ultan: Sivney’s son, Grace’s first mate, nasty right hook

				Donal O’Flaherty: Grace’s husband, son of The O’Flaherty, Finola’s brother, irascible

				John Bingham: Sir Richard Bingham’s brother, henchman

				Sir Richard Bingham: English soldier, Governor of Connaught, treacherous

				Richard Bingham Senior: Richard and John’s father

				Young Eóin O’Flaherty: Grace’s eldest son, beautiful eyes

				Margaret O’Flaherty: Grace’s daughter, Hook’s wife, laughs often, whimsical

				Richard Bourke: “Richard in Iron,” second son, devoted, the one that got away

				Rory O’Flaherty: Donal O’Flaherty’s cousin, pugnacious

				The Joyce: chieftain of the Joyce clan, arthritic, cunning

				Walter Bourke: Richard’s half brother, The MacWilliam’s eldest son, handsy

				Seán Joyce: The Joyce’s son, Donal O’Flaherty’s rival, devious

				Richard Bourke: “Hook,” Walter’s son, Richard’s nephew, Grace’s son-in-law, Margaret’s husband, lethal with a scythe

				Sir Francis Walsingham: Queen Elizabeth I’s spymaster, enigmatic

				Sir Christopher St. Lawrence: Lord of Howth Castle, Christopher’s grandfather, inhospitable

				Christopher St. Lawrence: Lord Howth’s grandson, precocious

				Éamon: Donal O’Malley’s stepfather, drunkard

				Garron O’Flaherty: “Pig,” guard at Castlekirk, recalcitrant

				Connor O’Flaherty: Rory’s brother, duplicitous messenger

				Hugh O’Neill: Ulster chieftain, Young Eóin’s foster brother, Clara’s husband

				Hugh O’Donnell: Ulster chieftain, Clara’s father, strikes a hard bargain

				Clara O’Neill: wife of O’Neill, daughter of O’Donnell

				Aisling: Donal O’Malley’s mother, schemer

				Merrick O’Flaherty: Grace’s second son, ambitious, slippery

				Don Pedro de Mendoza: Spanish commander, captain of El Gran Grin, charming

				Young Richard Bourke: Hook and Margaret’s son, Grace’s grandson, stalwart

				Hugh de Lacy: shipwrecked man, well endowed, trouble

				The MacMahon: chieftain of the MacMahon clan

				Lord Deputy, Sir William FitzWilliam: Governor of Ireland (1572–1575 and 1588–1594), member of Queen Elizabeth’s Privy Council, strategist

				Murrough O’Flaherty: chieftain of the O’Flaherty clan, displaced Grace’s father-in-law as The O’Flaherty, conniving

				David Bourke: The MacWilliam, chieftain of the Bourke clan, Walter, Nora, and Richard’s father, confident in his power

				Finola Bourke: David’s wife, Richard’s mother, Donal O’Flaherty’s sister, The O’Flaherty’s daughter, crafty

				The O’Flaherty: chieftain of the O’Flaherty clan, Finola and Donal’s father, ignoble

				Brian: steward of Rockfleet Castle, inconvenient timing

				Bald Alec: brehon, loyal to clan Bourke

				Father MacKenna: priest at Burrishoole Abbey, Latin scholar, hates children

				Edmund Bourke: Richard’s son, quite a shock

				Aoife: Edmund’s mother, a relief

				Tibbot Bourke: Grace and Richard’s son, gallant

				Lord Deputy, Sir Henry Sidney: Governor of Ireland (1566–1571 and then 1575–1578), magnanimous

				Sir Thomas LeStrange: owner of the Aran Islands, Lord of Lynch’s Castle, opportunist

				Philip Sidney: Henry’s son, poet, prone to the dramatic

				Sir Thomas Butler: “Black Tom,” The Tenth Earl of Ormond, Lord Treasurer of Ireland, member of Queen Elizabeth’s Privy Council, unwilling accomplice

				Lord Burghley, William Cecil: Lord High Treasurer of England, Queen Elizabeth’s chief advisor, member of the Privy Council, author of the Eighteen Interrogatories

				Queen Elizabeth I: Elizabeth Tudor, Queen of England, needs no introduction

			

		

	
		
			A Guide to Pronunciation

			Grace O’Malley was given the Gaelic name of Gráinne Ní Mháille at birth. Her English and Irish names are used interchangeably throughout these pages.

			
				
					
						
								
								Name

							
								
								Pronunciation

							
						

						
								Gráinne Ní Mháille
								
								GRON-ya nee-WALL-ya

							
						

						
								Eóin
								
								Owen

							
						

						
								Donal
								
								Doh-nuhl

							
						

						
								Maeve
								
								Mayv

							
						

						
								Manannán
								
								man-AN-awn

							
						

						
								Ultan
								
								ULL-tuhn

							
						

						
								Seán
								
								Shawn

							
						

						
								Éamon
								
								AY-mon

							
						

						
								Aisling
								
								Ash-ling

							
						

						
								Murrough
								
								MUH-ruh

							
						

						
								Aoife
								
								Eee-fuh

							
						

					
				

			

			
				
					
						
								
								Term

							
								
								Pronunciation

							
								
								Meaning

							
						

						
								báb
								
								bawb

							
								
								baby

							
						

						
								Bean an Tí
								
								BAN-na-tee

							
								
								Lady of the House

							
						

						
								brehon
								
								BREH-hun

							
								
								a type of law, or a lawyer

							
						

						
								cailín
								
								KOLL-een

							
								
								a young woman

							
						

						
								Caoimhe
								
								KEE-va

							
								
								one of Grace’s ships

							
						

						
								céad míle fáilte
								
								KEE-od meela FALL-sha

							
								
								“one thousand welcomes,” a traditional greeting

							
						

						
								chorráin
								
								KOR-onn

							
								
								a scythe

							
						

						
								citeóg
								
								KIT-og

							
								
								left-handed

							
						

						
								croagh
								
								croak

							
								
								hill or mountain

							
						

						
								currach
								
								KOOR-ock

							
								
								a traditional Irish boat

							
						

						
								daideo
								
								DAD-o

							
								
								granddad

							
						

						
								Dia duit
								
								dee-a DITCH

							
								
								“God to you,” equivalent of hello

							
						

						
								Dubhdara
								
								DUV-dara

							
								
								“Black Oak,” nickname

							
						

						
								eejit
								
								EEJ-it

							
								
								idiot

							
						

						
								fian
								
								FEE-uhn

							
								
								a small band of warriors

							
						

						
								leathcheann soith
								
								Ya-HYON suh

							
								
								stupid bitch

							
						

						
								leine
								
								LAYN-ya

							
								
								a long multipurpose undershirt worn by men and women

							
						

						
								lough
								
								lock

							
								
								lake

							
						

						
								lúireach
								
								LOO-roo-uck

							
								
								protective armor, chainmail

							
						

						
								mo fhear
								
								muh-AR

							
								
								my husband

							
						

						
								mo ghrá
								
								muh-GRAW

							
								
								my love

							
						

						
								Niamh
								
								Neev

							
								
								the O’Malley flagship

							
						

						
								Róisín Dubh
								
								ROE-sheen Dove

							
								
								one of Grace’s ships

							
						

						
								Saoirse
								
								SEER-sha

							
								
								Hook’s ship

							
						

						
								Scian Catha
								
								Shkin KA-ha

							
								
								“Battle Knife,” the O’Flaherty flagship

							
						

						
								sgian-dubh
								
								shkin-DOVE

							
								
								black knife

							
						

						
								tá
								
								ta

							
								
								an affirmative statement similar to yes

							
						

						
								tachrán
								
								TA-ron

							
								
								toddler

							
						

						
								tánaiste
								
								TON-ish-ta

							
								
								chieftain elect

							
						

						
								taoiseach
								
								TEE-shuck

							
								
								chieftain

							
						

					
				

			

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1535

				“Storm Born”
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			Grace is five years old

			
			The girl lifts a knife and with one trembling swipe severs her braid. In all fairness, the steel is sharp. Cook put it to the whetstone just this morning. But still, it is a shock to see the limp, dead thing in her hand. Like some rock pipit with threadbare wings. Or a clump of wilted flowers. Yet she shakes it in her father’s face and hopes that her fear looks like anger instead.

			He lurches forward a step. Eyes round and horrified. A hand outstretched as though to stop her. “What have you done, bird?”

			“Now my hair won’t get caught in the ropes,” she says. “Now I’ll be going with you.”

			He shakes his head. “That’s not what I meant. That’s not what I—”

			“ ’Tis what you said.”

			He lied. They both know it. But now she’s called him out—in front of his crew, no less—and she can see the storm building in his eyes. To plead with her father in private is one thing. She has done so every day for a year. But to challenge him here, while he has one foot onshore and the other on deck, is a mutinous sin.

			“Gráinne,” he warns, his voice now clipped and threatening.

			Grace shifts back and forth on bare feet. It is summer but the dock is cool and damp, the dark gray stone a balm against the jagged cut on the arch of her left foot—an injury from when she ran through the rock pools at low tide last week looking for anemones. Grace loves the soft red-hued creatures, how they glisten like bloody mushrooms when closed; then, once submerged again, bloom with a tentacled crown. Such a strange child, her mother says, always running barefoot, cursing the rocks. Grace feels the sting of salt water in the cut. Ignores it, afraid to break her father’s gaze. Knows that if she blinks, he will send her back to the tower house, to her mother.

			The galley bobs beside the quay, sails furled tight against the masts. It looks antsy, like a child bouncing on the balls of its feet, ready to leave. There are ninety men at oars, looking elsewhere, suddenly curious about the sky and the cliffs and the dirt beneath their fingernails. But their ears are tuned to the chieftain and his daughter. Telltale signs. Those bent heads and furrowed brows. The only one who dares to watch the spectacle is a boy of nine. Donal. He is four years older than Grace and dark, like their father. Grace has heard her mother complain that the boy should look more like Aisling, like his own mother, that Eóin O’Malley shouldn’t have re-created himself quite so well in the bastard he made with that village girl. Her mother thinks it would be easier to look at Donal if he didn’t wear her husband’s face. But all Grace sees when she looks at her half brother is a boy who would happily trade places with her. She knows the sea is no friend to Donal, that he returns from every voyage green around the gills. And yet, Eóin tries. With Donal, he tries.

			“Take me with you.” It’s a tiny whisper, nearly lost in the wind and spray rushing into the harbor.

			“No,” Eóin says, and he is angry now. Or perhaps ashamed. Quite often, there is little difference between the two.

			But Grace is angry as well, and her chin wobbles, letting him know.

			“You’ll be staying with your mother. As is right.”

			“You said—”

			“I made no promises.”

			She shakes her head. “Isn’t fair.”

			“Fair or not, that’s how it’s done. The sea is no place for a girl.”

			Grace has been on Niamh—her father’s galley—more times than she can count. The name is carved there on the prow, and she knows what each letter feels like beneath the pad of her fingers though she cannot yet read any of them. The girl loves nothing more than to tuck herself into the prow, her slender arms resting on the gunwale as she traces her hand across those deep, dark grooves. She thinks Niamh is a beautiful name. Wishes it were hers.

			Grace knows every island in Clew Bay by name and by sight. Nishoo. Collan Moore. All the Inish: Turlin, Daff, Loy, Muck, Gowla, each with its own rolling hills and beaches and cliffs. Some no bigger than a field, others stretching for miles. But she has never gone far enough into the Atlantic to lose sight of them. Has never been allowed on a trading voyage. Has never been so far from home that the fat, square tower house that looms above them on the cliff fades from view. Home. Where her mother is and where she has been told to stay. Where a girl belongs because the sea is no place for her.

			“Please.” Begging now. It sounds pathetic even to her small ears. Grace has never heard her mother beg, is ashamed to hear herself do so now.

			She waits so long for her father to answer that her feet grow cold and her eyes burn. The braid feels heavy in her hand. This moment, at the age of five—standing in the wind, shorn curls whipping her eyes, cheeks reddening in humiliation—is the first time Grace O’Malley feels hatred. Her father has lied to her, and she hates him for it. It burns worse than the cut on her foot.

			“Take me,” she demands.

			“No.”

			“You said it was my hair.”

			He rubs his face. Curses. “Isn’t your hair, bird. ’Tis you. Do not ask again.”

			Decision made, Eóin O’Malley unwinds the mooring lines from the iron crossbar and tosses the sodden rope onto the galley. Then he lifts his foot from the stone and sets it onto the smooth wooden planks of Niamh’s polished deck, the boards nearly black, gleaming in the sun.

			“Prepare to shove off!”

			The call comes from on board, near the prow, and the voice sounds like rocks grinding together. It belongs to Sivney, her father’s first mate. He’s always been kind to Grace, but he doesn’t look at her now.

			Donal collects the mooring lines and loops them into a pile on the deck. Steps back. Glances at Grace. Take my place, his eyes implore, but his lips are pressed tight.

			“Shove off!” Her father gives the order, and fifteen oars on the port side reach out and rest against the dock. “Push!”

			Niamh groans and moves away from the rocky outcropping.

			“Again!”

			The oarsmen lean to the left, shoving the long wooden blades against the dock, then repeat the process. Now Niamh bobs far enough away for them to row.

			“Da.” It is no longer a plea, but an accusation, and Grace takes a step forward, reaching for him.

			Eóin shakes his head. “I’m sorry, bird.”

			Furious, Grace throws the braid at his head. The sight seems to startle him and he reaches for it on instinct, but her hair is caught by the wind and whisked away, a red sail flapping in the sun for a moment before it drops to the brackish water, tendrils spreading, soaking, then sinking.
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			Maeve. Wife and mother and—now—untangler of knots. She winces as the comb catches in what is left of her daughter’s once-beautiful hair.

			“Why?” Maeve asks.

			Riled by the wind and her furious march up the hill, Gráinne’s curls must be wetted down before they can be tamed. Maeve dips the ivory tines into a pitcher, then runs them through the now-short red strands. She combs, then lifts to see what can be salvaged and what must be trimmed. Finding a jagged section, she holds it aloft with one hand, then snips with her scissors, watches bits of copper drift to the floor and disappear into the woven rush mat. The longest parts now fall to her daughter’s chin. But the hair at her nape is little more than stubble. Gráinne is too pretty to look like a boy, but now, for the first time, she resembles her brother. An angry coil forms in Maeve’s belly at the realization.

			Again she asks, “Why?”

			Gráinne slumps on the stool, then looks up at the cracked looking glass. She glares at her own reflection. “Da said I could go to Galway if I cut my hair.”

			Maeve breathes out the curse she’s so often heard her husband mutter. Fecking Galway.

			“There is a difference between what’s said and what you wish to hear. Tell me what your father said.”

			“He said I can’t go with him because my hair will get caught in the ropes.”

			“And you thought he’d take you if you cut it?”

			A nod.

			“Look at me.” Maeve turns her so they are eye to eye. She leans closer. Speaks a harsh truth. “No one did this to you.”

			Gráinne opens her mouth to argue.

			“No.” Maeve gives her a gentle shake. “You did this to yourself.”

			“He lied.”

			“He’s a man, isn’t he? Won’t be the last time.”

			“Fathers shouldn’t lie.”

			Maeve looks to the window where Niamh’s white sails bob at the far edge of the horizon. She sighs. “Neither should husbands. But they do. Do you understand me? Men. Lie. Sometimes with words. Sometimes without them.”

			“Do women lie?”

			Maeve doesn’t catch her smile in time, and it flashes wide across her face. Her daughter has unwittingly trapped her. To answer as she’d like, to tell her daughter no, would itself be a lie.

			“Tá.”

			“When?”

			“Usually when our lives depend on it.”

			Gráinne thinks about this for a moment. Puckers her lips. Makes a face in the mirror. And Maeve laughs at that, at the crossed eyes and little pink tongue poking out.

			“Why can’t girls go to sea?”

			“Why would you want to?”

			Gráinne points to the narrow window in the stone wall where two blue lines—one dark, one light—meet on the horizon. “Because everything fun is out there. I don’t want to stay. I want to go.”

			Maeve is startled by what she sees in the gray eyes that look back at her. Something lovely and wild and spirited lives within those stormy depths. She would expect nothing less from the daughter she made with Eóin O’Malley. But there is something even deeper that pleads with her. A wildness Maeve has never encountered before. She blinks first, then looks away from her daughter, unnerved.

			Some women are built for birthing. Broad-hipped and fertile. Maeve is not one of them. She has been pregnant a single time since she wed Eóin. The delivery was fraught and her body tells her in whispers—that knowing every woman has—that there will never be another child. Once she had a life as Margaret McConaughey, but now this house, this child, is her life. Now all she has is Eóin and Gráinne. Both of them wild and unruly and in need of constant management. Her daughter, it seems, will require a great deal more than her husband.

			Maeve pulls the girl close so that Gráinne’s cheek rests against the nubby weave of her apron, then brushes the hair away from her little face. Kisses the top of her head. Lifts a shorn curl and twists it around her index finger. It is an effort not to cry. Her hair had truly been beautiful.

			“Promise me you will never do this again.”

			“Why?”

			“Because men will never respect you if you try to be like them.”

			Gráinne lifts her head and meets her mother’s gaze. “Then how will they respect me?”

			“They won’t,” Maeve says with a shrug. Then she takes her daughter’s face in her hands and brings it close. Until their noses touch and their breath mingles. “Not unless you make them.”
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			Some days later, Eóin returns from Galway. Routine trading mission. A good haul of smoked turbot and salmon, packed in wooden barrels. It is easy enough to get the cargo to Galway, and from there it will go on to Spain, mostly, though France has developed a taste for Atlantic fish of late. He’d also carried a hold full of tallow and skins: deer, sheep, rabbit, and pine marten. The European demand grows larger every year and he is happy to meet it. And since he was lucky enough to run across a poorly guarded English cog? Well, wasn’t it only fair to take a portion of the cloth and wine it carried? Safe passage and all. Sure, he has a wife and daughter to please.

			He is glad to be home. The tower house is silent, nothing but the thick oak boards creaking beneath his boots as Eóin makes a quick survey of each floor on his way up. Cellars stocked. Dungeon empty. Now to the kitchen, where Cook sleeps on her pallet beside the hearth—snoring dreadfully—with an empty mug of mead by her limp outstretched hand. Eóin smells ashes in the banked fire and yeast where tomorrow’s loaves rise beneath a towel. Dishes scrubbed and floors swept, all is tidy in Cook’s domain, and he nods in approval until he sees the small bone-handled knife on the table. Remembers how it rested in Gráinne’s clenched fist.

			Scowling, he ascends to the next floor. Straight instead of spiral, this staircase is the only one of his fortresses not built with the traditional Norman defensive feature. The tower house had gone up when Eóin was a child, and he’d asked his father about the choice in staircase. Your mother doesn’t like the spirals was all the old chieftain said. Eóin thought it odd at the time. He loved the circular stairs in every other family stronghold and had believed it silly that a woman should get any say at all. The thought makes him chuckle now as he passes through the Great Hall. It lies silent as well, the massive wooden table wiped clean and benches tucked beneath. One more flight of steps and here he is kicking off his boots in the privy chamber, moving closer to where Maeve sleeps in the next room.

			He might be a fool, but damn, he missed his wife. She is the surprise he never saw coming. If Maeve didn’t like spiral staircases and asked him to build one made of feathers, he would kill a thousand seagulls with his bare hands and pluck their plumage until his fingers bled. Eóin was past twenty when his father arranged the marriage and was stunned when he saw her at their betrothal dinner. Stunned and pleased and more than a little flustered. And not only because of her beauty. Maeve was nothing like the village girls he’d known. And, yes, bedded. He regrets that now. Regrets that he came to his marriage with a son already. What he regrets most, however, is that no one—not even him—thought to tell Maeve about Donal until after they wed and she moved to Clare Island and into this tower as Bean an Tí—as Lady of the House. Aisling had taken that moment to claim her right of acknowledgment and brought the boy to him. Still a tachrán, barely able to walk.

			Above them lies the garret, separated into two small rooms beneath the slate roof. One for Grace, and the other for Donal. But Eóin does not allow the boy to occupy his own room. That is the only amends he can make to his wife. Though Donal spends his waking hours here in the tower or at sea with Eóin, he is sent home every night into the village to be with his mother. It is cruel for all of them. He wishes now that someone had bothered to tell him that, though his marriage would be arranged, he might look at a girl one September day in Liscannor and fall in love on sight. He wishes that someone had bothered to tell him that he would come to regret bedding any woman before his wife.

			Regret, it seems, is the burden of being Chief of the Name of the clan O’Malley. He is The O’Malley—a title that can only be held by a single man at any given time, a title that gives him the power to make treaties, declare war, and collect rents from those who live on his lands. A power he fought to earn and has killed to keep.

			Eóin peels off more of his clothing, dropping it to the woven mats as he moves from privy chamber into bedchamber. Once at the door, he stands and watches his wife.

			Maeve is a messy sleeper, sprawled out in the blankets, hair loose around her shoulders, arms akimbo. No matter, he’ll wrap them around himself soon enough. She wears only her leine and he wishes for more light so he might glimpse her form beneath the thin fabric. It was what he noticed immediately upon meeting her: face and form. Seven years later and he has still not recovered from either.

			It is the midpoint of the night and there would be no light at all if not for the peat glowing softly in the fireplace. All the candles have long since burned out. Heavy clouds surround the island, rendering the narrow windows little more than dark slits in the stone wall. It will be raining by morning. He can feel it in his marrow.

			Eóin throws the quilt back, climbs into the sliver of bed left unclaimed by his wife, leans back against the pillow, arm behind his head, and stares at Maeve.

			“Will you just be lookin’, then? Or will you be doing somethin’ about it?” Her voice is heavy with sleep and insinuation.

			“I didn’t think you were awake.”

			“Hard not to be when you’re throwing boots against the wall.”

			“I didn’t throw them.” He feigns offense, then bends low to press a kiss beneath her ear. “I set them down. Daintily.”

			“Might as well have launched them from a catapult,” she mumbles. “Could have woken my granny and she’s been dead ten years.”

			Eóin scoots closer to his wife and pulls her against him, until her back is pressed into his chest and his arm is looped across her waist. He buries his face in the crook of her neck. Inhales the scent of her skin. Salt and mint and lavender. It would be easy enough to let sleep take him now, let it roll over him like a wave. He would be happily smothered beneath its weight. Until she speaks.

			“Why did you lie to her?”

			His heart catches. Like a rusted key in an old lock. It has been many years since he’s lied to a woman. Since he made promises he had no intention of keeping. He’s not done so since he married Maeve. But a number of faces flash before his eyes—Aisling among them—and he flinches. He’s certain she can feel his body stiffen.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Gráinne believes what you tell her. You could say that if she flapped her arms fast enough she could fly to the moon, and that girl would repeat it to me later as fact. You should be telling her the truth, that girls can’t go to sea. That it’s bad luck, or the men would revolt, or the sea god Manannán would take every one of you to the depths, or whatever shite it is that you believe about those damned boats. Instead, you told her that her hair would get caught in the ropes. Why?”

			He has thought of that braid every day since he left. The way it sank into the water and disappeared. When Gráinne ran back to the tower house, the knife was still gripped in her small fist. That whole first day at sea he’d imagined her tripping, falling on the blade.

			He shrugs against Maeve’s body. “ ’Tis the way she looks at Niamh, isn’t it?”

			“How does she look at that bloody boat?”

			“Like she wants it.”

			“And that angers you?” she asks.

			Eóin is tired, or he wouldn’t say it. But a day at sea, then a day in fecking Galway, then another day at sea have left him exhausted and stupid. So the words tumble out and he cannot muster the strength to stop them.

			“Donal doesn’t look at Niamh that way. He’s afraid of every boat he sets foot on.”

			If his body had stiffened before, hers turns to stone. A boulder. A fortress. She might as well be the cliffs of Croaghaun, made of cold, jagged quartzite. Maeve turns to stone, then turns away.

			Donal.

			Eóin, you fool, you drab, he thinks.

			Maeve hates talking about the boy.

			But what is he to do?

			Eóin was still young when he swived Donal’s mother on that knoll above the village. And she’d gone willingly enough, wanting to wear that green gown, to be clothed in nothing but grass. He learned early that the chieftain’s son doesn’t have to beg a girl. They all want the man, the title. They want to be Lady of the House. Aisling went without promises of any kind. But he cannot say he didn’t know what might happen. Of course he did. He’s been around barnyards his entire life. It’s just that—in the moment—he didn’t care. He was seventeen and she was lifting her skirts and that had been as far as his thoughts had gone. But now he has a son and a wife and a daughter. In that order. And it seems he cannot do right by any of them.

			“Maeve?” he asks, urging her out of silence.

			“I wish I’d known about him,” she says.

			“Would it have changed your mind?”

			“Wouldn’t have mattered, would it? The decision wasn’t mine. It was arranged between our fathers.”

			“Tá. But do you regret it?”

			“It would have been nice to know what I was coming here to manage.”

			They’d arrived at Clare Island besotted with each other seven years ago. They’d married and consummated and had each been delighted by the good match made for them. Both clans strengthened, with the added bonus of attraction. He’d loved the sight of her naked and was pleased that she felt the same about him. The rest would grow from their union, he was certain of it. Then Aisling had walked into the tower house during their celebration, leading Donal by his chubby hand, and presented his son before an audience. To his new bride. Aisling drove a wedge that he still cannot pry loose.

			He exhales a sigh onto Maeve’s bare shoulder. “I should have told you.”

			Eóin ponders more of an apology, but what good would it do? Telling his wife he’s sorry won’t make Donal any less real. Nor will it give him the chance to go back and turn away when Aisling took his hand and led him toward that knoll. All of it happened years before he ever went to Liscannor or saw all that glorious red hair of Maeve’s. Her blue eyes. Her smile wide as the horizon.

			“I did not realize I’d married a liar,” Maeve says, and she could not cut him more cleanly had she taken a knife to his throat.

			“That isn’t fair,” he whispers.

			“Isn’t it? You lied to me. And you lied to our daughter.”

			“What would you have me do?” he asks, reaching for her, even as she scoots away.

			“Make it right,” she says.

			“How?” he asks, thinking of Donal. Would she have him reject the boy? Though he does not love Aisling—has never loved her—he does love his son.

			“Take Gráinne with you.”

			“What?” He lifts onto his elbow and peers at her in the dim light.

			“Take her to sea. ’Tis all she wants.”

			The idea is so foreign to him, she might as well have asked him to grow a pair of antlers. Eóin O’Malley has never been to sea with a woman. He takes his family through the bay on Niamh often enough. But open water? It is the worst kind of luck. He would tell his wife that such a thing is an abomination if he did not fear that she would turn him from bed.

			Eóin is silent for so long that Maeve laughs.

			“Are you a coward as well, then?” she asks.

			He might be besotted with his wife, yet he’ll not tolerate such disrespect. His chest fills with righteous indignation. But his voice catches when she speaks again.

			“Do you remember the night she was born?”

			His lungs deflate like sails in a lull. “Of course I do.”

			“When my pains started, you said that our child would be storm born, that it was a good omen.”

			“You didn’t think so at the time.”

			“Well, I thought I was going to die, didn’t I? I’ve been told it’s a normal reaction.”

			“By who? The midwife?” Eóin hears the bitterness in his own words.

			There is a single midwife on Clare Island and she happens to be Aisling’s mother. Eóin had insisted on being in the room with Maeve as she labored. He would not trust the life of his wife and unborn child into the hands of a woman who had every interest in seeing them die in childbed. The old bitch had sulked from sunset to sunrise, but Grace was born alive and Maeve was breathing too and that was all he could possibly hope for after such a long night.

			“Sure, was my own mam who told me that,” Maeve says, though he hears the humor in her voice and is grateful for it. “Said no woman ever despairs more than in the hours before pushing a child into the world.”

			God, he needs sleep. Every word he says pours salt into an open wound.

			“I’ve never seen a worse storm than the one our daughter was born into. Hours of pelting rain and shattering thunder.” Maeve sits up and leans over him, her eyes almost black in the dim light. “After all that, did you really think the sea wouldn’t call to her?”

			He hasn’t once thought about the circumstances of her birth since the moment Gráinne was put into his arms.

			Finally, to his relief, Maeve reaches out and lays a hand against his cheek. “What color are her eyes?”

			He hears the surrender in his own voice. “Gray.”

			“Gray like what?”

			“Like the sea.”

			She smiles at him.

			“And you think her eyes are gray because she belongs to the sea?” he asks.

			“No,” Maeve answers, lowering herself so that her head rests upon his chest. “I think they are gray because the sea belongs to her.”
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			It does not occur to either of them that the girl might not be in bed. In fact, Grace sits at the base of the stairs leading into the privy chamber, her soft round cheek pressed against the cool stone wall, listening to the story of her birth. Is that a storm building in the harbor now? Or only her imagination? She shivers with anticipation even as the skin prickles along the back of her neck.

			For three days, she has been pushing hair out of her eyes and mouth. She cannot tie it back or stop it from whipping in the wind. Even if her mother hadn’t made her promise, she would have determined never to cut it again. But now, after listening to her father explain his lie, she is grateful for her rash behavior. It got his attention. She thinks maybe it is a stroke of luck. And that knives are not such dangerous toys after all. Maybe she should keep one with her always?

			There is silence in the bedchamber, so she assumes they have fallen asleep. Though she yawns, Grace does not return to bed. Not yet. Instead, she glides down the stairs on the balls of her feet. One floor. Two. She is swift and quiet, like the byre cat she sneaks into her room every night, bound up in her shawl.

			She comes to a stop in the middle of the kitchen. Checks that Cook is asleep.

			The concept of stealing is foreign to Grace. As far as she has been taught, this is her home and therefore everything in it belongs to her. So it is no crime to reach up and take the bone-handled knife.

			Swift feet propel her back to the garret, and when she passes the privy chamber, she wonders if her parents have fallen into bad dreams. Why else the moaning? Or maybe they are still afraid of storms? No matter. Grace crawls back into bed and tucks the knife beneath her pillow. The cat is on her blanket, as usual, and snuggles closer at her return. The girl listens to the tap-tap-tapping of water on the slate roof only a few feet from her head and smiles.

			She is storm born.

			Knives bring good luck.

			The sea belongs to her.

			It is mine, it is mine, it is mine. The refrain—as insistent as the storm—lulls her back to sleep. The sea is mine.

		

	
		
			
				Mother, 1550

				“Lady of the House”
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			Grace is twenty years old

			
			Being a wife does not suit her. Nor does the role of Bean an Tí. She is young still—more than half wild—and Bunowen Castle is a strange place. Grace has not felt at home within its walls a single day since she arrived. The tower house was a gift to her husband upon his being named chieftain at Bunowen—a smaller part of his family lands. A tidy way of keeping him occupied until he replaces his father as The O’Flaherty. Grace spends most days alone, for her husband is often away. On clan business, she is told. But the truth is that he loves nothing more than marauding. And Grace is certain that he loves her not at all.

			She is a prize that—now won—has been discarded.

			But Grace is not idle.

			Her duties make that impossible. There is an estate, and its people, to manage. The steward and the brewer. A cook. Attendants for cleaning the house and serving food. A young boy of twelve who has no job other than to keep the hearth fires going at all times. The boy has a real name, though she isn’t sure anyone knows it. He is called Gutty by everyone on the estate. A dirty child with a bright smile and a propensity for muttering curse words beneath his breath. And then there are the dairy maids. And the bakers. A weaver. A gardener. Herdsmen. And a small fian of soldiers pulled from the O’Flaherty ranks and assigned to guard the castle. Two of them—the Murray twins—have been assigned to guard Grace specifically. And then there is the clan itself, many thousands of men and women and children who live in the lands surrounding the castle, all of whom look to her for guidance. Two dozen towns that require her constant attention.

			Grace has been sent off to a very pretty prison. Bunowen Castle is a fortress of stone, hemmed in on all sides by the rugged beauty of Ireland. The tower house sits on a rise overlooking the Bay of Bunowen and is sheltered from the harsh westerly gales by the Hill of Doon—a great mound of volcanic rock and scrubby Scots pine. To the east, the estate is cut off from the rest of Umhall by the treacherous fjord of Killary. The steep quartzite peaks of the Twelve Bens rise above the horizon to the north. And to the south is a short stretch of green meadow, then a perfect half circle of white-sand beach that dips into the blue waters of the bay.

			It is to this beach that Grace retreats each afternoon. When she first arrived, the steward insisted she be accompanied by the Murray twins, but Grace informed him that—were they to follow—neither would return alive. When the steward laughed at her, Grace put the point of her knife beneath his chin. He had gasped. Then blinked hard as a trickle of warm blood ran down his throat. Grace allowed him to step away with his dignity—and his jugular—intact, and no one has intruded on her daily respite since.

			Today she has brought bread slathered with butter, a hunk of cheese, and a skin filled with ale—the brewer told her just this morning that it is his best batch yet.

			The beach is strewn with large, low boulders and she climbs atop her favorite—a knobby chunk of black volcanic rock that crouches halfway in the water like an old fat toad. It is warm from the sun and she lets the heat sink through her skirts and into her skin. October has brought cool winds and piles of seaweed to shore. It is the color of amber and has the soft smell of decay. Kelp flies buzz in happy circles, laying their eggs amidst the limp strands as seabirds swoop along the drifts, picking out a hearty meal of sandhoppers, mites, and rove beetles.

			Grace has not cried since her first day at Bunowen. Since being married off and sent away. A single day was all she gave herself to mourn the life she had and the future she will never get. That day, she came to the beach and began the ritual that has grounded her ever since.

			She takes a deep breath, closes her eyes, and lets the water speak to her.

			It is a voice she feels in her bones, a Sense that keeps her company through her long, lonely days.

			“What will you be today?” she asks the water.

			The sea has ever-changing moods. Grace has felt them since childhood. But it never occurred to her that she might inquire directly of Manannán until she came to this place. And the sea god has yet to disappoint her.

			The answer that Grace feels, rather than hears, today is: I will bring you joy.

			When she opens her eyes, she sees only the distant horizon. She feels a breeze that is crisp rather than cold. Instead of being relieved at the Sense, she is enraged.

			“The only thing that can bring me joy,” Grace says aloud, “is to be on the sea rather than simply looking at it.”

			But look she does, until her hour has passed. It is only when she wipes breadcrumbs from her lap that she sees a familiar dark hulk and a trio of white sails on the horizon.

			Niamh.
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			“You!” Grace shouts in delight. “A captain?”

			“Only for today,” Donal says.

			Her brother splashes through the water, a dark-headed toddler on his hip, and a very pregnant Nora lumbering through the sand at his side. Donal’s face is pallid as he watches Sivney drag the small rowboat to shore. Their father’s first mate looks both amused and irritated that Donal still hasn’t gained his sea legs.

			“It would have been easier to go around,” Grace says, pointing to the harbor, then throws herself into her brother’s arms the moment he sets the little girl down.

			“And what’s the fun in that?” he asks. “Besides, this one is just like her aunt and loves nothing more than getting wet.”

			Grace bends down for a closer look at the girl. She is nothing if not Donal’s daughter, though she does have Nora’s wide brown Spanish eyes.

			“And who is this?” she asks.

			“We call her Gráinne,” Nora answers, a smile in her voice. “ ’Tis an old family name we thought to keep alive.”

			Grace blinks hard to keep the sudden tears away. She sets a hand on the girl’s head, runs her thumb through the soft curls. “I am glad that you’re here. But you must be hungry. How many are you?”

			“The four of us.” Donal nods to everyone who has come ashore in the rowboat. “And another twenty as crew.”

			“Not a full boat, then. I will make sure ye have a fine dinner.” Grace extends her hand to the dark-headed little girl and is stunned when a chubby palm is set in hers. “I suppose there is a reason for your visit?”

			“Tá,” Donal says. “I’ve a message for your husband.”
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			“My husband is away,” Gráinne says when they are all seated at the table in the Great Hall. It does not escape Donal’s attention that she cannot quite meet his eyes, that her smile is stiff.

			“Her fecking husband is always away.”

			Donal isn’t certain who spits these words, though he thinks it might be that dirty boy who tends the fires. His back is turned and he’s speeding from the Great Hall.

			“You can tell me, and I will relay the message to mo fhear,” she says.

			He snorts. “ ‘My husband’? It’s been four years. You still won’t say his name?”

			“I only have room for one Donal. You are my brother. You came first. He is only my husband. But g’wan. What’s this message?”

			“Not anything either of us is meant to know.” Donal reaches inside his shirt and pulls out a letter that has been folded into thirds and sealed with wax. “From your sister-in-law.”

			“Finola?” Gráinne asks. She takes the letter and squints at the seal. “Does she think I read my husband’s correspondence? And how did you come to be messenger?”

			Nora sets a hand to her round belly and shifts in her chair, trying to get comfortable. “Donal has been given the tower house in Westport because—”

			“Da wants a stronger presence on the mainland,” he finishes for her.

			“And since Westport and Rockfleet are not so far apart, we see The MacWilliam and Finola often enough. Last time we were at dinner, she gave that letter to Donal.”

			“Though she did so away from The MacWilliam,” he adds.

			“A secret?” Gráinne asks.

			Donal shrugs. “It’s likely just a family matter. And it gave us a reason to visit, so I didn’t mind.”

			“How did you manage to get your hands on Niamh?”

			“Da has me at sea often these days. And since Sivney is tasked with turning me into…” He pauses. “Well, with turning me into you, it’s Niamh I take. Sivney says he’ll not set foot on another boat. And I know better than to argue with him.”

			Gráinne looks at her plate and the food she has barely touched. Donal hates how different his sister seems in this place, how small. She is pale and thin. Sad.

			“I have not been on the water since I married.” She says it like a confession, like she needs absolution.

			Donal O’Malley, heir to the chieftainship of the O’Malley clan, is the only person at this table who understands what his sister means.

			“So long?” he asks.

			“My husband is away.” Gráinne dares a glance, communicating everything that cannot be said aloud. “And when he goes, he takes his ship. So I am here. With his people.”

			The cheerful hubbub of voices rumbles around them, along with the clatter of trenchers on the table. It is a loud gathering. And no one notices when he reaches beneath the table to squeeze his sister’s hand.

			“I had thought it would be Richard,” he whispers. “He is the one I’d hoped for you.”

			“I was not given that choice.” She clears her throat, then pulls her hand away. “And how is he? Married, I’m sure. Probably with more bábs than you?”

			Nora laughs. “That would be Walter. As the elder son, he couldn’t refuse to marry the way Richard has. My brother spends most of his time in the hills culling deer. We haven’t seen him in, what—?”

			“Two months,” Donal answers, but does not shift his gaze from his sister.

			“He did ask about you,” Nora adds.

			Gráinne tries to smile. Fails. “And what did you tell him?”

			“Was nothing to tell, was there? Only that we hadn’t heard from you but planned to visit soon.”

			Gráinne takes a careful sip of mead. Clears her throat. “I am glad you did.”

			Donal looks to Nora and they speak in that silent way of theirs.

			A brow lifted in question.

			A nod.

			“I have an idea,” he says finally.

			“And what might that be?” Gráinne asks.

			Instead of answering her, he leans forward and shouts down the table, “Sivney! Ready the ship.”
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			Niamh crests a wave, then comes down hard, blowing frigid spray into her eyes. Grace laughs with delight from her position in the bow, then checks the compass that sits heavy in her palm. They are headed due west, into the Atlantic, toward the great unknown.

			Grace looks over her shoulder to where Donal stands at her back. “Are you sure Nora didn’t want to come?”

			“Tá,” he laughs. “She hates the sea. Even more than I do. Besides, our little one wanted a nap.”

			Grace had taken Nora and her tiny namesake to the privy chamber and situated them in her bed. Both had been half asleep by the time she made it to the door.

			They have been on the water for two hours now, and she knows their time is drawing to a close because Donal keeps looking at the horizon and the slow arc of the sun as it drops toward the water.

			But Niamh ferries more than just Grace, her brother, and the crew today. The Murray twins are here as well, because she cannot be rid of the fools anytime she leaves the castle grounds. One of them—she can never tell which—has been leaning over the gunwale retching since they left the bay.

			Gutty surprises her, however.

			She had not intended to bring the boy at all until she’d seen him on the beach, fists planted on his hips, scowling to where Niamh sat bobbing in the water.

			“What’s wrong?” she’d asked.

			“Boats ain’t real,” he declared.

			“Of course they are. You can see one right now. ’Tis as real as I am.”

			“I see the moon too, but I can’t touch it. If I can’t touch it, it ain’t real.”

			Grace laughed. “Well, come along, then, and touch it for yourself.”

			Gutty had looked up at her with a kind of wonder. But there was also fear. “Ah, sure, I can’t swim.”

			“Then you’ll be minding that mouth of yours, lest I throw you overboard.”

			Gutty has scrambled across every surface of the boat. Back and forth from bow to stern. He’s taken a turn at the oars and explored the empty hold, the cabin, and the entire deck. In the hours since they’ve left shore, he’s learned the names of every man on Donal’s crew, and most parts of the ship as well. He harassed Sivney with so many questions about the tiller that the old man let him take a turn just to shut him up.

			Gutty is destined to be a sailor. She knows this the same way that she knows the sea poses no danger today, that it will bring them safely home.

			Grace is unsure about the second Murray twin, however. Though not so frantic in his exploration of the boat as Gutty, he misses nothing, and has even stepped in to help a few times. He doesn’t seem to be sick. Or miserable.

			“You are fond of them, aren’t you?” Donal asks.

			“The Murray twins? No.”

			He snorts.

			“They are dour. And the most spectacularly ugly men I have ever seen in my life.” Donal says nothing, so she continues. “Look at them! All knobby-nosed and pockmarked. Faces like a slapped arse, the both of ’em. And to think that God made two, when one would have been too many.”

			“You are fond of them.” Donal laughs. “And of the boy as well.”

			She scowls. “I am trying very hard not to be.”

			“Why?”

			“If I care about them, I will be forced to stay in this wretched place.”

			“Will you be escaping, then?”

			A sad smile. “I enjoy pretending that I can. Affection for any of them ruins that daydream.”

			Grace thinks that he wants to say something—to comfort her, or perhaps to lie and tell her that there is some future elsewhere. But he scowls instead, then turns back to the horizon.

			“Must you leave today?” she asks. “There is plenty of room for everyone.”

			He shakes his head. “I wish I didn’t have to. But there are things I must attend to in the morning.”

			“Are you happy? At Westport?”

			“Tá.” He smiles. “ ’Tis more than I ever thought to have. And there’s Nora, and our daughter. I’d be happy in a bothy as long as I had the two of them.”

			“Sure, I’m happy for you,” she says, then shakes her head when she sees the look on his face. “Oh, don’t be sad for me, brother.”

			“How can I not? You always wanted more than this.”

			“And I was a fool for thinking I could have it.”

			“You also have the right to be happy.”

			Grace tries to laugh, but it sounds forced, even to her ears. “Well, I amn’t dead yet, am I? Perhaps there’s time.”

			The waves are darker now, and frothy at the tips from the brisk wind coming off the Atlantic. Grace and Donal stand together at the bow, watching that point along the horizon where the sun begins to kiss its own reflection in the water.

			“Why don’t you take us in?” Donal asks. “I know you miss it.”

			Sivney stands at the far end of the ship atop the cabin deck, hand on the tiller. Squinty as always, he could be watching the sea or watching them. The latter, she thinks, based on the tilt of his chin.

			“I do not think—”

			“Who is here to stop you, Gráinne?” Donal turns in a half circle, throwing his arms wide. “Isn’t a man on this ship who hasn’t known you from a báb and knows you love this more than anything. Take us in.”

			Gutty, she thinks, and the Murray twins, they hardly know me at all. But she does not wonder what they will think of her. She does not care.

			Perhaps it is the wind or the spindrift or the salt, but her eyes sting and she blinks, hard. “I do miss you,” she says.

			“More than Richard?” he asks, teasing.

			“I am not allowed to miss him. So I don’t.”

			“Liar.” Donal drops his mouth closer to her ear. “And I wouldn’t tell, even if you did.”

			Grace leaves her brother and walks back along the deck, then climbs the steep narrow stairs to join Sivney atop the cabin at the rear of the ship. But once there, she hesitates.

			There is a half grin on the old man’s face when he says, “You do not need my permission to captain this boat.”

			“Then why did you just give it?”

			“For them.” He nods to the crew, then makes a show of stepping away from the tiller. Curious glances follow his every move from the deck below. “G’wan. But you’ll have to mean it.”

			The tiller is seven feet long and fashioned of smooth oak turned black by years of wind and water. Mounted to the starboard side and connected to the rudder by mechanical linkage, it is—to her at least—something of a miracle. To steer a ship this size across the ocean’s surface simply by maneuvering the tiller back and forth? What next? A vessel that will fly them to the moon? And wouldn’t Gutty love that!

			Gutty. He is not gaping at her like the Murray twins. He smiles so wide she can see the gap between his teeth. More so than Donal, or even Sivney, he gives her the courage to reach out and take hold of the tiller.

			“Are you sure?” she asks.

			“Tá.”

			“And if they refuse?”

			Sivney nods at the tiller again. “Mean it.”

			Her lungs fill like a sail, and Grace is startled at the sound of her own voice. It carries across the ship.

			
				While pissing on deck, an old boatswain

				Fell asleep, and his pisser got frozen.

				It snapped at the shank,

				And it fell off and sank

				In the sea—’twas his own fault for dozin’.

			

			Utter, stunned silence on the deck below.

			Those who hadn’t seen her take the helm turn in astonishment. No one moves. Then, one by one, every crewman looks to Niamh’s boatswain. He has his hands up as though in surrender, but his head down staring at his own crotch. Laughter blooms in every direction at once.

			“Now that I have your attention,” Grace shouts, “ready about!”

			“You heard your captain,” Sivney orders. “Eyes in the boat, you lot of caw-pawed feckers!”

			Ultan—Sivney’s son—stands at the main line. Head tipped to the side. Brows drawn. Finally, he nods. “Tá, Captain!” he roars, then nineteen other men echo him.

			“Let them see you helm the lee,” Sivney tells her.

			Grace pulls the tiller to change their westward advance, then looks to the crew and orders, “Let fly the sheets!”

			And so Niamh begins a broad circle back to shore with Grace calling orders and making adjustments at the tiller. Twelve years since her first time on open water, and what once felt like a foreign language now seems a native tongue. The commands are nothing more than steps in an intricate dance, and she’s learned how to be led by the ship and how to lead in return.

			Haul the sheets—Niamh’s crew tightens the sails on their new tack.

			Trim the sails—Twenty men on deck make adjustments for their new destination.

			On and on they go in this call-and-response as they approach Bunowen Bay. The closer they get to shore, the larger the lump in her throat grows, and the more she longs to slow their arrival.

			“Strike the topsails,” Grace orders, and their speed reduces as they approach the bay. Once they glide into the calm waters near the half-moon circle of white sand, she gives her final command: “Stand by anchor!”

			Within twenty minutes, Sivney has rowed them to shore and she and Donal are back at the castle and he is kissing his nap-drunk wife and daughter on their soft, warm foreheads.

			“Can I convince you to stay the night?” she asks.

			“No,” he says. “We must be off.”

			There is nothing for it, then, but to say their goodbyes. Donal first, and then her niece, and finally Nora, this sister she never knew she needed. When she pulls Nora into an embrace, they both laugh at the cumbersome girth of her swollen belly.

			“How many bábs have you stuffed in there?”

			“Just the one, I hope.” Nora laughs, then pulls Grace closer to whisper in her ear, “I left a gift on your pillow.”

			Grace walks them down to the beach and watches them row back to Niamh, and out of her life again. Then, just when tears threaten to burn her eyes once more, she hears the jolly tune of pipes echo across the water. It is one of those ribald drinking songs her brother loves to play.

			She laughs.

			Then mumbles along to the first verse, because she cannot help herself. “Oh, as I went home on Monday night, as drunk as drunk could be, I saw a horse outside the door where my old horse should be…”

			Grace stands there, her bare feet growing cold in the lapping waves, and watches until the ship is a dot against the horizon, until the sound of pipes is lost on the wind.

			“You promised me joy,” she accuses Manannán.

			And did I not deliver it right to your feet?

			“Only to steal it away again,” she says, then turns back to the dark castle on the hill.
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			There is a letter on her pillow.

			This one, however, is not from Finola. There is no wax seal. The handwriting is different. And not pretty. The writer struggled with the angle of his wrist and how to hold a quill so as not to smudge the ink. Like Grace, the sender is left-handed.

			Richard Bourke.

			She looks to the door as though about to be caught in some great infidelity. But her husband is away. Bunowen Castle is silent. And the servants are asleep.

			So she sits on the edge of her empty bed and reads the letter.

			It is dry—no declarations of love or longing. There is only Richard’s bland greeting scratched out in his frustrated handwriting, followed by a single page updating her on all that has happened over the last four years. The minutiae of his days—mostly spent training with his father’s soldiers, and about his time fishing and hunting in the hills around Rockfleet Castle. If he misses her, he does not say. He closes the letter simply:

			Yours, Richard in Iron.

			She laughs, thinking of that chainmail shirt.

			Then her laughter collapses into a sigh at the reminder that he will never, in fact, be hers. Yet she does wonder if he has grown into that armor.

			Then Grace sees the postscript and the breath catches in her throat.

			Ego te expectabo.

			The words he told her the last time she saw him.

			I will wait for you.

			Latin.

			He has written the words in their language. Not a secret one, but a dead one. Lifeless, like the romance they barely had time to start.

			“No,” she tells herself, startled. Then, more firmly, “No. You are married, Gráinne Ní Mháille, and not to him.”

			She wads the letter into a ball and throws it into the fire. Grace tells herself that she does so because it is not proper for a married woman to receive letters from another man. But she knows the truth: her husband would fly into a rage if he knew she’d received any letter at all.

			Gutty’s fire—warm and glowing—does its job and devours the letter entirely. She watches it curl in on itself and turn to ash. Then she leans forward and inhales as the sweet smell of burning peat shifts—for a single breath—to the astringent scent of burning paper. Grace washes her face in the ewer of warm water set out for her and strips down to her leine. She crawls into the big empty bed and takes her half out of the middle, arms and legs spread like she is floating on top of a wave. She drifts there, trying not to cry. It takes hours for sleep to find her, so long that the embers of Gutty’s fire burn low and the night birds begin their solemn melody outside. But as sleep finally pulls her under, a response to Richard’s letter forms itself in her mind.
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			It is nightfall, some weeks later, when Grace returns to the castle after visiting one of the outlying villages. The windows are dark and the doors shut tight against the cold. Tonight is All Hallows’ Eve and she has been to Aillebrack with the Murray twins, settling rents and celebrating the end of the harvest. She stayed late, enjoying the bonfire and the rituals of this turning season. And for once, the Murrays did not urge her home before sunset. But now she wonders if she made a mistake. The castle seems shadowed with menace—and she wonders if the legends are true and the boundary between this world and the next has grown thin. It might scare her if she had lost loved ones, if she thought they had returned to knock on her door. But everyone Grace loves is still alive, so she allows the cold shiver to slide down her spine and away into the dark.

			“Let me help you,” one of the Murray twins says, reaching to lift her down from the horse.

			He waits until she nods permission.

			Once on her feet, Grace unties her saddlebag and slings it over a shoulder.

			“Thank you, Finn,” she tells him.

			“We’ll get Enbarr brushed and put away,” the other twin tells her. “Best you get inside.”

			“And thank you, Finn,” she tells the other.

			He grunts something unintelligible, and they walk off together toward the stables.

			It came as quite a shock to learn that—in addition to everything else—the Murray twins share the name Finn.

			“Ye can’t both have the same first name!” she had objected when they told her.

			“And why not?” one had said. “We have the same face.”

			“Did your mother not want to differentiate between the two of ye?”

			The second shook his head. “She never knew which one she was speaking to anyway.”

			“Nonsense,” Grace told him. “Surely your own mother could tell ye apart?”

			They had laughed in unison then, the sound an eerie melody. “Not when we took such pains to make sure she couldn’t.”

			Ruddy taciturn bastards.

			Grace adores them, despite every attempt not to.

			She pushes through the front door of Bunowen Castle and makes her way through the dark halls and up to the fourth-floor privy chamber. She is content and tired and wants nothing more than her bathing ewer and her big bed. So she does not notice the lit torches outside the chamber, or the extra candles burning within. Grace doesn’t notice the man sitting at the desk until he speaks.

			“Where have you been?”
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			Gráinne stops short at the sound of his voice. Looks away. Pulls inward, fortifying herself. It makes him angry, makes his teeth itch.

			Donal O’Flaherty sits at his desk, Finola’s letter spread open before him. His boots are off and his feet are bare. Weeks since he has been home and this is how she greets him? With ice. No warm welcome. No kiss.

			“Where have you been, Gráinne?”

			“In the village.”

			He rises. “None that we passed through.”

			“We?”

			“Me and Rory, who else? He’s been with me this fortnight. But I want to know where you were.”

			She dips her chin slightly. Not a bow, not even a bob of the head. The barest whisper of respect. “Aillebrack.”

			“Against my orders. Did I not instruct that you should remain at Bunowen and leave the management of the estate to me?”

			She offers nothing more than a thin smile.

			“Well?” he demands. “Did I not instruct that very thing?”

			“ ’Tis All Hallows’ Eve.”

			“And what is that to me?”

			“Sure, I can’t say. But it matters a great deal to those in the village. I brought them a flame from our hearth. As is custom.” She lifts the saddlebag and pulls out a coin purse, then sets it in his hand. “And I returned with the rents.”

			He weighs the purse in his palm, listening to the soft jangle of coins. “This is enough for new lead flashing on the eaves at Castlekirk.” His brows pinch together with suspicion. “Aillebrack has not paid rents in five years. How did you weasel it out of them?”

			“A contingent will arrive tomorrow with the livestock,” she says. “Those who had no coin paid in sheep and chickens. I believe there are six pigs as well. And many bushels of wheat. They enjoyed a bountiful harvest this year.”

			He snorts. “My wife would mean to do my job?”

			“Of course not. I only mean to do mine.” She lifts her gaze to his. “As Finola taught me.”

			“My sister should have taught you that your job is to manage my home and warm my bed. The first was dark upon my arrival and the second was cold.” He looks her over from head to foot, gaze settling on the muddy boots and grimy hem of her riding dress. “I had not thought that I would have to domesticate my own wife.”

			There, that flash of hatred in her eyes. It’s all she’s ever given him.

			“I am not a cat,” she says. “Nor some stray dog.”

			“You smell like one.”

			“We were long on the road. I will go find a bath,” Gráinne says, then turns to the door.

			“The ewer is full. I had one of the serving girls bring it while I waited. You will bathe here.”

			She takes another step toward the door. “I would rather—”

			“You will bathe here!” He grits his teeth. Curses himself. This is what she brings him to. Fury. Always.

			Gráinne flinches, then lowers her eyes when she sees the hard set of his mouth.

			“I know you are not stupid,” he tells her. “I know you heard me. Clean yourself.”

			“Yes, mo fhear.”

			This, the root of every argument since the day they met, and the enmity has only grown during their marriage. Mo fhear. My husband. An insult to no one’s ears but his. It infuriates him, this honorific. Other men think him a fool, but he understands the insult in her words. Her resistance.

			“I have a name. Say it,” he tells her.

			Gráinne pulls in a long breath through parted lips, then bends to unlace her boots, draws her feet out carefully. She goes to the ewer and pours the water into a basin. There is a linen cloth and a bar of soap and she makes quick work of her face and hands.

			“I could force it out of you,” he says. “Make you say my name.”

			“You could.”

			But he won’t. They both know it. Donal O’Flaherty wants the thing he cannot have: his name, given freely, whispered affectionately in his ear. A weakness. There are other things he does not mind taking, however, and his gaze roves slowly across her figure.

			When Gráinne shifts to undo her braid, he rises from his chair and crosses behind her. He pulls his shirt over his head. Drops it to the floor, then tugs at the laces of his trews. They too are abandoned, and then there is the rustle of the mattress as he climbs on top.

			“What are you doing?” he asks.

			“My hair needs brushing.”

			“You haven’t washed yourself.”

			“My face—”

			“Is the least of my concerns. Do the rest.”

			Her bodice is a rough brown twill, like her riding skirt, but it laces up the front and is easy enough to remove on her own. She tosses it onto a chair and her skirt follows shortly, and then she is protected from his gaze by nothing but the worn linen of her leine. Gráinne washes her feet and calves. Beneath her arms and her collarbones. And all the while he watches, leaning up against the pillows, eyelids heavy, legs spread, stroking himself.

			The water looks cool and cloudy now. But still Gráinne stalls, washing the back of her neck. Her ears. The grooves between her fingers.

			His voice thickens with the next order. “Take off your leine, wife.”

			She looks at the mirror instead, scrubbing any inch of bare skin that she can see.

			“Who were you with tonight?” he asks.

			Her head snaps up. “What?”

			“In the village. Who did you take with you?”

			“The Murray twins.”

			“And which of them have you fallen in love with?”

			“Do not be ridiculous.”

			“The steward told me they are the only guards you ever take.”

			“Because you require me to take them. Either let me travel alone or do not make such accusations.”

			“There is no need for you to travel at all. But you are disobedient. Why shouldn’t you also be unfaithful?”

			Her fist tightens around the damp washcloth, and beads of water drip through her fingers. “I have fallen in love with no one.”

			“That might be the only truth you have spoken tonight.” He can hear the anger in his voice now. “Do as I say and take off your leine.”

			Gráinne shrugs out of the garment and pulls in a sharp breath as the cold air hits the rest of her skin. And if her hand shakes when it falls to her side, what is that to him? She should have been here when he arrived.

			“Wash your breasts,” he tells her.

			The cloth slides over her bare skin and he can see her nipples tighten in response. He strokes himself faster, the soft whisk of rough palms on smooth skin.

			“Between your legs.”

			Her entire body shudders and there is nothing left to wash, so she lifts the brush and runs it through her hair. Over and over and over until her curls grow and crackle, until she is shivering from cold or dread, he doesn’t care which.

			“Enough,” he snaps. “Come to bed.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Grace lies awake, her husband snoring in a heap beside her. She can feel the sound rumbling in her chest, like wagon wheels on a wooden bridge. At least he was quick this time. Grace blinks at the ceiling until the candles burn low and the fire is little more than embers. Sleep, it seems, will be no friend to her tonight. So she rolls quietly off the bed and goes to claim her leine, lest her husband wake to find her naked and be inspired. If it were later she would simply get up for the day. But dawn is many hours away, and if he discovers an empty bed, well, then he will come looking for her.

			Grace sighs. She had not thought that he would be home so soon.

			The water in the ewer is frigid now, but still she plunges the linen cloth into it, washes herself. Shudders at the cold bite.

			Her bare feet are quiet on the rush mats. Quieter still as she slips from the bedchamber. The brightest candle burns on the desk and she goes to blow it out.

			But then she sees Finola’s letter, spread open. Her gaze falls to a single section. Likely because she has gone to the trouble of underlining it.

			You will need to kill him. But it must be done in Moycullen, where no one will suspect you.

			Grace doesn’t dare pick up the letter, or budge it by a single inch. Her husband will know. But she stands there in the dim candlelight and reads every word.

			So that is their plan, she thinks. I did wonder.

			There is not even a hint of sunlight beyond the windows. Nothing but the blackest part of night.

			“And where is the joy now?” she asks Manannán. “I cannot even rise for the day.”

			Certainly not now that she has read the letter. Her husband must be first out of bed in the morning.

			“Feck…fecking…” she whispers, then stomps one foot hard on the rush mat. “Fecking Galway.”

			Grace yanks the leine over her head and drops it to the floor again before climbing back into bed.

			But she does not sleep at all that night.

			Her husband intends to murder a man on the orders of his own sister.

			Grace’s thoughts jump around like beads of water on a hot pan, skittering this way and that, never stopping long enough to settle.

			Late rents and castle roofs.

			Letters and lies.

			I will wait for you.

			It is a promise Grace cannot afford to believe. So she turns her face to the wall and lets her tears run silently into her pillow, familiar words in an old language running through her mind.

			Ego te expectabo.

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1586

				“A New Pair of Gallows”
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			Grace is fifty-six years old

			
			Revenge is her only thought. She will kill the man who murdered her son. Grace has killed more men than she can remember—a dirty business, long since resigned to. A quiet existence is something she has never been afforded. She is a chieftain. Bloodshed comes with the title.

			Grace moves along the edge of the clearing, just inside the tree line as Ultan and Gutty and the Murray twins creep behind at a distance. She holds a dagger in her left hand.

			This is a trap, they’d told her, it’s insanity. What are you doing? Let us deal with him. You know Bingham wants your head in a noose.

			Of course she knows.

			And doesn’t care.

			They’d argued, all of them, two days ago, when the summons arrived at Burrishoole Castle with Sir Richard Bingham’s seal. His declaration of truce fell on skeptical ears. More so his insistence that the papers must be signed in Dublin. But he is Governor of Connaught, and refusing his olive branch will only create further conflict with the English queen. Elizabeth has already made it clear that Grace is on thin ice.

			As a show of goodwill, Bingham included letters of safe conduct with his summons. Legal protections that prevent her from being arrested or detained while in transit or during their meeting. In doing so, he has unwittingly provided Grace an opportunity to get her revenge. And she intends to have it.

			Grace and her men left Burrishoole an hour before sunrise. It is only three miles to Rockfleet—where her tenants will be safe in her absence—but they’ve a herd of cattle to move as well, and the beasts are obstinate this morning, unhappy with their long march in the dark. She’s left it to the herdsmen to drive the animals while she goes ahead with Gutty and Ultan and the Murray twins to settle her score with Bingham’s younger brother. John. It was he who killed her son, after all. He who must die before she signs the declaration of truce.

			Young Eóin’s death cannot go unanswered. Her revenge will be messy, but that is why God made water, after all. Both to slake the ragged thirst that comes after taking a life—and to rinse the blood from her hands.

			Grace is thinking only of water. Her throat is already parched from pulling warm summer air between her lips when she feels the cold bite of metal at her ribs. First it slices through her dress, then her skin. Just enough for a splash of warmth, then the cold trickle of blood down her side.

			“You should have waited to bury your son,” John Bingham says at her back. “So you could have gone to the ground with him.”

			She freezes, breath held in her lungs, heart thumping in her chest. When he makes no move to thrust the blade farther, she exhales.

			“John.”

			“I would say it is a pleasure to see you, Grace. But that would be a lie.”

			“Remove your blade,” she orders.

			“No.”

			“You can’t harm me.”

			He leans over her shoulder, hot breath on her ear, and drives the point of his knife into her rib a fraction deeper. The sting is sharp, like a wasp.

			“You will find that I can do as I please,” he says.

			“Your brother has given me letters of safe conduct.”

			John laughs, then shoves her forward out of the tree line. There are men with him, though she cannot see how many. But she hears their laughter, their footsteps in the damp grass. There are enough of them, she thinks, to give her men pause. Otherwise, they would have already attacked.

			It had been her intent to do this quietly, to kill John without alerting his men. Let them find his body in the morning.

			A life for a life.

			And if she’d taken an eye for an eye as well, who would have blamed her?

			Young Eóin had beautiful eyes.

			She always thought they were a gift passed on from her father. It was why she’d given him the name Eóin. That her son lost an eye in John Bingham’s assault is something she cannot forgive.

			But now she is caught, and her men not yet out of the woods behind her. Grace tightens her grip on the blade in her left hand, then lifts her right, motioning her men to stop, to draw back. She hopes it appears to John as a sign of surrender.

			“Drop it,” he orders.

			One by one she lifts the fingers of her left hand and her blade falls to the ground, point first, lodging in a clump of trampled grass. He picks it up and slides it into the empty sheath at his waist. Clucks his tongue as though disappointed.

			“Where are your men?” he asks.

			Grace looks to the predawn sky, with its inky center and gilded edges. Most of the stars have faded, but there are a few that hold fast directly above, hesitant to surrender their glory to the creeping dawn.

			“Sleeping,” she lies.

			“Not likely.” John motions his head toward two of his soldiers. “I saw four coming along behind her. After them. They won’t be far.”

			Nor easy to find, she thinks.

			Her men know the woods better than these bloody English. Better than anyone, really. They are all Mayo men. Gone already. Whispers in the wind.

			“Relieve the herdsmen of her cattle and anything else of value,” John orders. “The four who came with her are to be killed—leave the rest alive. Unless they fight you. Then make an example of them. The governor will not tolerate lawlessness.”

			“Your brother can kiss my arse,” she says.

			“My brother has been waiting to see you, Grace. But this is our time. Let’s make the most of it.”

			Appointed as Governor of Connaught by the English queen, Richard Bingham is a man she’s despised since the age of eight. Too self-important to spend much time in the county he controls. Would rather hide at his stronghold in Athlone, or behind the Pale in Dublin, enjoying his English luxuries. He bathes in lavender water and sends his brother to do the dirty work. Not that John seems to care. Dirty mind, dirty hands.

			The mistake was hers, of course. She knows that now. Blinded by her fury, Grace had not seen John and his men waiting for her. But she sees him well enough now, when he steps in front of her.

			“My brother said you’d come,” he says, like he’s disappointed in her. “Said you’d seek retribution. Though I would think a woman your age would be tired of fighting.”

			“Then you know nothing about women. The older we get, the easier fighting becomes.” Grace looks him over. Weak jaw. Narrow shoulders. That same familial meanness in his eyes. “And I will have my vengeance. It was you that killed Eóin.”

			“Deserved it,” John laughs. Laughs. Like the murder of her son is some joke that he tells around the campfire. “Your son was an open rebel. Same as you. And you are in no position to make threats.” He nods to the two men who have stayed behind. “Bind her with rope before you search her. This one is clever.”

			A boot lands in the small of her back, and before Grace can register the lightning strike of pain, she is on her knees, then on her face, spitting out a mouthful of greens. She can taste chickweed and dandelion. A bit of willowherb. Cold and wet seeps into the front of her dress as John puts a knee between her shoulder blades while his men tie her at the wrists.

			John cuts the leather satchel from her shoulder and yanks it away. She sees him digging through it from the corner of her eye. Rough hands roam her body looking for more weapons; rough jesting accompanies the movements as they flip her over and continue the search.

			It never stops, does it, no matter a woman’s age? All this pawing. For forty years she has been groped by men like this.

			“How old is she?” one asks.

			“Old enough to be your mother.”

			“My mother doesn’t have tits like that.”

			Laughter.

			“Bet her cunt is dry as chalk. Cliffs of Dover between those legs.”

			“Shut up,” John tells them. “This one is no granny. She’ll cut your throat before she asks your name. Don’t think otherwise.”

			“She only had the one knife.”

			John looks her over, head to foot. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes. Unless you’d like us to strip her naked?” The guard sounds hopeful.

			Grace glares at him.

			“We don’t have time.” John pulls the letters of safe conduct from her satchel. He squats down and waves them over her face like a fan.

			“Did you think my brother had any intention of honoring this?” he asks.

			“I never thought your brother had any honor at all.”

			John rips the letter in half. Then rips it again. And again. He drops the torn pieces and grinds them into the grass with the toe of his boot.

			“Get her in the wagon,” he orders his men.

			Grace is lifted, then heaved onto the rough wooden slats. The rope burns her wrists and she thinks her lower back is bruised from their boots. Not to mention her pride. There is a twinge deep inside one knee. Half her body will be sore by morning.

			She has been beaten on more than one occasion, but never kidnapped. What would her father think of this? Richard? Other concerns gallop through her mind. Ultan and Gutty and the Murray twins, for starters. No doubt they have spread out like a flock of startled gulls. They will follow Bingham and his men back to their camp, then go for help. She is thinking of her son, who lies in the dirt near Bunowen Castle. He was only thirty-five years old. How has she survived this long and his life is over? Grace will cry again for him later. But mostly she is thinking that all men—not just the English—are stupid. They did not search her boots. Therefore they did not find the dagger she always keeps tucked inside.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“I did say that I would see you hanged. Said it the last time we met, didn’t I, Grace?”

			Sir Richard Bingham. Englishman. Naval commander. Governor of Connaught. He has let her wait in this cell for three days, forcing her to watch the construction in the courtyard below. Timing is everything, and he wants her afraid.

			Bingham can smell the freshly sawn pine of the gallows. Sap drips down the two main posts and the crossbeam in angry streaks as the timber’s lifeblood drains away. He will make a show of this. He instructed the carpenters to build a wide platform with a trapdoor. He is a civil man, at least. Let barbarians like Grace use a cart or stool to knock their enemies’ feet out from under them.

			“Now look at what I’ve built for you.” His words dripping honey, like he’s just bitten from the comb. Sickly sweet and insincere. He feels no remorse.

			She slides her gaze to the side, then down slightly. “You have built nothing, Bingham.”

			Oh, he hates the sound of her voice. All that certainty, that confidence. What right does this woman have to wear the mantle of chieftain, to speak to him at all? She is nothing. And he will remind her of it.

			“Are you blind as well as stupid?” He pinches her chin with two long, smooth fingers and turns her to the window. Forces her chin down. Then, with his free hand, he points at the gallows that rise above the uneven cobbled stones of Dublin Castle’s upper yard. The fortress is busy today. Carts and wagons and livestock. Merchants and dirty children. Women in their town dresses and servants with lowered eyes. Yet all who pass through the courtyard keep a wide berth from the grim structure.

			She turns to look him in the eye. “We both know you’ve never built a thing in your life. Your hands are soft.”

			He can feel her try to shift out of his grasp, so he pinches tighter. He knows she would like to swat his hand away or, better yet, scratch out his eyes, but her wrists are bound behind her back. He has long since learned to keep this banshee shackled. The irons are practical. But he also enjoys the sight of her helpless. Grace jerks her head out of his grip and hisses when his thumbnail catches the point of her chin. An angry welt rises to the surface.

			Grace doesn’t bother to hide her disdain for him, the scorn in her eyes.

			“Hate me all you like,” he says. “Behave as the heathen you are. But you will hang and I will take everything you have built.”

			“And forfeit the life of your brother?”

			He stills.

			“You didn’t catch my men. They still have their orders.”

			Bingham looks back to the window. Nods. “Eóin has a brother, correct? If anything happens to mine, I’ll bring”—he studies Grace for a moment—“Merrick? That’s his name, correct? Your second son? I’ll bring Merrick here myself and make you watch him dangle from the gallows before I put the noose around your own neck. And what will you have then, Grace? Two dead sons. It is time for your surrender. You have gambled and lost.”

			“Merrick is not so gentle as Eóin,” she says. “I would think twice about lying in wait for that particular O’Flaherty. He is a man like his father. And while his life is his own to defend, I can assure you that my men will skin John alive if I am not returned to them.”

			“Your men are going to die. Merrick is going to die. You are going to die. I can think of nothing that will bring me greater pleasure.”

			“So you’re a brute as well as a liar?” she asks.

			“Believe me, I speak the truth.”

			“But not when you send letters of safe conduct and a false appeal for truce?”

			He laughs. “It is not my fault you are fool enough to fall for such an obvious ruse.”

			“All my life I have been told that the English are sophisticated, that I ought to bend my knee to my betters. To accept my fate. But you are nothing but a steaming pile of shite, Bingham. A thief and liar and murderer. And so cowardly you cannot even do the deeds yourself. Do you sleep better at night knowing the blood drips from your brother’s hands instead? We have already established that yours are soft.”

			They were only children when they met. And this bitch still angers him the same way she did all those years ago.

			“You dare speak like this to a man?”

			She snorts. “You are no man.”

			The force of Bingham’s hand against her mouth snaps her head to the side. He thinks the blood sprouting from the split on her bottom lip is almost pretty. Like the poppies that grow along the verge in Dorset. He watches it bloom, watches three bright petals slip down her chin. He is transfixed as she licks the blood from her lip and draws it into her mouth. Then her cheeks hollow and she spits a bloody wad directly into his eye.

			Bingham in his clean white shirt, his lavender soap. He blinks at her. Stunned. Disgusted.

			“I have waited forty-nine years to return that favor,” she says.
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			The only kindness Grace receives in the following weeks is that the guards remove her chains. She is free to wander the small cell, to stretch and eat and use the chamber pot. It has been seven years since she last found herself in the Bermingham Tower, after the collapse of the first Desmond Rebellion. By comparison, the Lord Deputy had treated her like an honored guest. Bingham has no such compunction. She is at least fed daily, unlike many of the prisoners kept in the dungeons below. Grace has food, and a window that provides sunlight and fresh air. Not to mention something to watch during the long tedious days while she awaits her execution. Richard Bingham is taunting her with those gallows in the courtyard below.

			The irony is not lost on Grace. Her life has been shaped by two Richards: Bourke and Bingham. One she loves, the other she hates, and all the decades of her life have done nothing to blunt either feeling.

			Sometimes, in the early morning, a goldfinch comes to rest at the stone ledge outside her window. He tips his red head at her, puffs his chest, flutters those black-and-yellow-mottled wings. When he sings, it reminds her of the night that Richard Bourke first took her to bed, how the firelight streaked across the floor of his chamber. How a goldfinch sang to them in his window the next morning. She has not seen the bird in three days. She has not seen Richard in three years.

			Grace thinks of the hills surrounding Rockfleet Castle. The brisk cold streams that cut paths into the peated hills and empty into the bay. She thinks of bathing in those streams. The way the frigid water made her gasp when it hit her skin. Grace has not bathed in over a month. They bring only enough water to drink. Whatever drops are left she offers to the bird at her window.

			Today, the goldfinch has been replaced by flying ants, the scourge of August. There is a swarm above the courtyard, a hazy buzzing irritation. The males are too slow and too stupid to catch their queen. They bumble into her cell and she swats them away from her face. At least the stone walls offer a reprieve from the heat, and she rests her cheek against them.

			Grace always thought she would die at sea, that some wave would overwhelm Niamh and pull her to the depths. Or that a blade would finally come too close, drive too deep. Fists. She had considered fists, when her husband was alive. God knows he used them on her often enough. But never once has she considered rope. It seems such a stupid way to die—the fate of those foolish enough to be captured.

			A key turns in the lock and her door rattles open. Bingham stands there grinning, flanked on either side by his guards. He is a small man and behaves like it. Pugnacious and vengeful. Always trying to find a higher step to stand upon. Too scared to come alone. He is dressed neatly, like he’s been to church. Hair washed. That pointy beard trimmed and oiled. A ruffle at his neck.

			“Hello, Grace,” he says.

			She sits very still. “Bingham.”

			“There is something I would like to show you.”

			Grace does not stand.

			Bingham is too pleased with himself. It makes her uneasy, suspicious that her time has run out.

			He sighs, realizing she won’t go willingly.

			“Bind her hands. Then bring her.” He motions to the guards behind him, and they step forward and lift her from the bed by her arms. Some jangling of chains and shackles, and she is bound again.

			Grace can smell the human exertion on them, the sweat and strain of common men. Unlike the guards, Bingham smells like a gentleman, like linen and soap.

			“ ’Tis Sunday,” Grace says. “You mean to hang me when you should be at church?”

			“I just left the chapel. And the vicar has approved my endeavors. You will find that God is on my side.”

			“God would not know you if he were standing just beside you in that very door.”

			When the guards haul her forward, Bingham sniffs. Wrinkles his nose. She has always been taller than him. Three or four inches, enough that he must look up.

			“You reek,” he says.

			“Send your complaints to my host. I have not been offered a bath.”

			Or a comb. Or a change of clothes. A pillow. Blankets. Bingham intended to humiliate her and he has succeeded. But in doing so, he also punishes himself. She does indeed smell, as her mother used to say, ripe. Bingham pulls a perfumed kerchief from his pocket but thinks better of putting it to his nose when she smirks.

			“Take her to the servants,” he says. “Make sure they scrub her from head to foot before you bring her to the courtyard. We have time.”
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			The guards watch.

			In all of her fifty-six years, only two men have ever seen her naked. Until today. Grace has no defense other than to pin them with a steely glare as the maids strip her clothes off and throw them into a pile, as they yank a comb through her tangled hair.

			She insists on removing her own boots, on setting them to the side. For now she still has the dagger. If Bingham intends for this to be her final day on earth, that knife is her last hope. And she dare not play that hand just yet.

			The maids do not bother to heat the water in her tub. But she isn’t afraid of the cold. It is no different than ocean or stream, lough or river. The water is bracing. Familiar. She glares at the guards as bucket after bucket is poured over her head, breaking her gaze only to rub the soap from her eyes.

			“Better?” one maid asks the other.

			“Good enough. Scrub ’er, ’e said. An’ we did. Let ’im do it next time if ’e wants.”

			These girls are not yet twenty. Pockmarked but buxom. Little beauty to speak of. Yet they have figures that do the work for their faces. A hard life. This or the scullery, and they have better odds upstairs, where they might catch the eye of a guard. No doubt it has occurred to them that all women look the same in the dark.

			At last, the guards turn away. Avert their eyes. They study the floor, no longer able to meet Grace’s unrelenting stare. It would have been easy enough for them to wait outside the door. But they are curious. News of “that woman from Connaught” has spread through the castle.

			Grace steps out of the tub and the maids rub her down with rough towels. Dress her in unfamiliar clothes, but let her alone to lace her boots. The blade is still there, a familiar weight against her calf. They comb her hair again and leave it loose and damp around her shoulders. It is wild, curling in all directions, but softer too, streaked with silver. Fire and rain, Richard called it, the first time he noticed the change.

			There is a knock at the door and the guards tell her that it is time, to put her wrists out.

			“Is that bleeding necessary?” she asks, looking at the shackles. “Where have I to go?”

			“Bingham’s orders.”

			“And you’re afraid of women too, I take it? Worried I’ll overpower ye on the stairs?”

			“Not likely,” he snorts, but the tip of his nose is pink from embarrassment.

			He grabs her hands and fits the shackles to her wrists again, though not as tight as before, and at her waist instead of behind her back. The bracelets of raw skin ache immediately.

			“This way,” he says.

			The guards lead her through the door and down the hall. Two flights of stairs and then another door into the open courtyard, where the humming crowd has gathered.

			She blinks against the sudden assault of sunlight. Her eyes water and when they clear she sees the mass of people. Two hundred, maybe more, crammed into the upper yard, straining to see the gallows. Men with small children on their shoulders. Women on tiptoe, pointing. There is something in the air, a frenetic energy. An excitement. She feels the humming along her skin, like a rash. Like bees ready to sting. The bloodlust of a public hanging.

			Grace clenches her jaw. Lifts her chin. She tugs at the shackles and is pleased when her hand slides lower into the cuff. It will hurt, but it’s possible.

			She is escorted through the murmuring throng, pushing the onlookers aside. Cursing as they step on feet and elbow stragglers out of the way. Grace is shoved into the open area before the gallows where Bingham waits, holding court. He surveys her clean dress, her wild hair. Does not reach for his perfumed kerchief.

			“Welcome,” Bingham tells her, swinging an arm wide, as though this were the theater and she an honored guest. He motions toward the gallows. “I believe you know these men?”

			She looks up. Draws in a quick breath. Know them? She practically raised them, calls them nephews to this day, though they belonged to her late husband. They are family to her, the same as Donal’s children.

			If she intends to cry, it must be now. She’ll not let them see her weep when they set that rope against her throat. She shakes her head, then growls the despair away.

			“Ah, good. You recognize them,” Bingham says, then raises a hand and the crowd stills, grows silent. He turns in a circle so everyone can see him. “These are the worst men living!” he shouts.

			His voice echoes off the stone walls of the courtyard. And no, these are not bad men, they are some of the best men she knows. Her husband’s nephews. Barely out of their twenties. And there is another behind the scaffolding, waiting. They all wear grim looks of acceptance as they wait their turn.

			She did this to them. And she hates herself for it.

			“They have done nothing wrong,” Grace tells Bingham. There is a waver to her voice. “Don’t do this.”

			“Oh.” He grins. “It is already done. I just wanted you to have a better view. Now mind your manners, lest I have to gag you as well.”

			Bingham takes another step toward the gallows. “These men,” he shouts, “have all supported the Gaelic uprising!”

			The courtyard fills with boos. Someone throws a bit of rotten cabbage and it hits one of them in the face. She watches as he rubs the juice off his cheek and onto the dirty shoulder of his tunic.

			“Two of them are known thieves!” Bingham shouts, clearly enjoying himself. His voice grows louder with every word, his smile wider.

			“Lies!” Grace hisses between her teeth, but the sound is lost amid the crowd.

			“They have plotted—along with this woman—to involve the Scots and rebel against the Queen. Each of them has confessed to these crimes while imprisoned here. I have read their letters. Thus they shall be sentenced to death by hanging, as is fitting for all traitors to Her Majesty’s service.”

			Of the four, three are illiterate. The other has held a sword more often than a quill. None of them could have written confessions of any kind.

			For the hundredth time since getting captured in the woods, Grace wonders about her men. Where are they? Why have they not attempted to rescue her? Perhaps they know when they are beat. Or maybe Manannán has finally turned from her. It has taken her only fifty-six years to run out of luck.

			There is no point arguing that these men do not follow the English queen; they serve only Grace. And it is to her that they look, chins lifted, as Bingham raises a hand.

			“Their punishment is death,” he declares, then brings his arm down in an arc.

			The trapdoor drops beneath her nephews and the ropes snap tight.

			“No!” Grace gasps, and stumbles forward a step.

			But she is yanked backward by a fist in her hair, and Bingham’s breath is hot against her ear. “I will kill them all,” he hisses. “These men. Then your sons. I will find your daughter and watch while my guards ravish her. You will stand here when she dangles, then I will set the noose around your neck myself. There will be nothing left of you to remember.”

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1538

				“To Sea”
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			Grace is eight years old

			
			The girl is tenacious. Half wild. And prettier than she ought to be. The other girls her age are still freckled, all elbows and knees and teeth. Growing into themselves. But Gráinne has a finality about her, like this is the face she is destined to wear, it only has to catch up with who she will be in the end. High cheekbones. A fine straight nose, though Eóin O’Malley sees more Scottish in its bridge than he would like. She must get it from her mother’s side. Somewhere back a Gallowglass got into the line, no doubt. But he can admit that it is fetching on his daughter. As is her full mouth—prone to impudence when she stubs a toe or runs into the brambles. Her eyes, however, still alarm him. He has never seen such eyes. Gray at rest, like the clouds before a storm. But tinged with green when she turns to fury, as she has done frequently these last three years.

			Nary once did the girl consider her severed braid a lost battle but, as far as Eóin can tell, a challenge accepted. Though she has not touched her hair again, she also hasn’t allowed it to be braided. Gráinne leaves it wild, curling around her shoulders, tangled by the wind. If he didn’t know better, he would think she did it to remind him of their conflict. It suits her, though. Even if Maeve does have to untangle it with tallow and comb thrice a week.

			He watches his daughter chase the waves and knows that, somehow, he has been bested by this miniature girl child. Sailing to the moon would be easier than denying her any longer. And he would, just to get away from her incessant pleas.

			“Take me with you, Da!” has been her daily refrain.

			She wants the water the way he wants whiskey after a day of gutting fish. As a need. And so, after three years, he and Maeve have finally reached an accord.

			He will take Gráinne to Galway. Fecking Galway. Just this once. The city he hates most, on a day when the sea will no doubt bring up her breakfast. He will chart the hardest route. He has already ordered the crew to show her no mercy. They’d scowled at him. Gráinne is their favorite. She is everyone’s favorite. Her greatest gift is making people like her. Eóin is certain the damn wee banshee is gathering an army loyal only to herself.

			“You bring my girl back alive,” his wife insisted just this morning.

			“Maeve.” He spoke her name as though slamming a door. “I wouldn’t let her be hurt, would I? I only mean to scare her off this idea. But you’ll have to promise me something.”

			“And what is that?”

			“Sure, you cannot hate me if I make her cry. And I mean to. I will strip this nonsense from her head once and for all.” When Maeve looked at him with skepticism, he added, “The men believe that any woman on board a ship is a bad omen. The devil’s ballast. That she will doom us to storm and shipwreck.”

			“Is a good thing, then, that Gráinne is not yet a woman, only a girl. You might yet avoid Manannán’s wrath—that greedy lover, keeping all the men to herself.”

			“You know well enough that Manannán is a he. ’Tis there in the name itself.”

			Maeve had smiled then and, God help him, Eóin still catches his breath at the sight. His wife is a beauty, no doubt. And she uses that beauty against him. Always has. And try as he might, Eóin cannot muster the energy to deflect the blow. And who would? So Maeve’s eyes—soft blue with a limbal ring around the iris—had crinkled at the corners and he’d taken it to mean that she was in accordance with this plan.

			“Come, then, bird,” Eóin calls for his daughter.

			Gráinne bounds lightly to his side, her feet barely touching the dark wet sand.

			The galley waits, docked at the base of the rocky headland. Above them, the fat square tower house hunches like a gray toad. Old and angry. Three stories tall, with stone walls so thick they can endure any storm raging in from the Atlantic. Practically speaking, it is little more than an unadorned keep. Solid and mercenary, like the two generations of O’Malleys who’ve called it home. Maeve stands at the door waving goodbye, and once Gráinne catches sight of her mother, she grins, then flings her arm in the air, exuberant.

			Eóin has never met a man who belabors a farewell. Most make do with a nod and a grunt, then head for the door. But he can never get away from these two without hugs and kisses, and waving that lasts until he’s out of sight. His crew makes no mention of the fact that he keeps an eye on his women, never turning his back to home until the galley rounds the point of the island and slips deeper into the bay.

			Gráinne tucks her hand into Eóin’s warm grip, then skips. Just a few steps to catch up with him and match his pace. But it makes him smile every time. This girl has a way of wearing down his defenses. He is rock and she is water.

			Already the hem of her dress is damp. She cannot escape the lapping waves, nor does she try, even though they’re gentler here on the beach than anywhere else on the island. Her feet are bare. Sand and kelp between her toes. Her hair is long once again, below her shoulders now, but the tight ringlets have stretched out into bigger looping waves in the hours since she’s been playing in the water. All summer in the sun and her hair is streaked with gold.

			Loving a wife is one thing. Loving a daughter is something else entirely. How is he supposed to contain all this pride and fear in a single heart? He could burst from the pressure.

			They trudge across the boulder-strewn beach hand in hand. He packed an oiled canvas bag for her this morning. Boots and a comb, ties for her hair—not that she’s likely to use them—and an extra dress. Gráinne asked for a pillow and blanket, but he refused.

			“No pillows on a boat,” he’d said.

			“You have a bed in your cabin. Pillows and blankets both.”

			“I’m the captain. I can have whatever I want. You’re only crew.”

			“When can I be captain?” she’d asked.

			He frowned at her. A female captain? Nonsense.

			Eóin lifts his daughter over the narrow gap between dock and galley so that her small bare feet rest on the wooden planks of the main deck. He watches her toes curl against the grain in greeting. Gráinne looks at everything all at once, drinking it in, and he gets the sense that she is trying not to look triumphant.

			Niamh is the largest ship in Ireland. Named for the daughter of the sea god Manannán, she is Eóin’s pride and joy. She can carry three hundred men and thousands of pounds of cargo. The fact that she is the flagship of his fleet is the source of an unholy arrogance that he might repent for, if he were a man tempted by religion.

			Eóin steps over the gap now, frowning, hands going to his hips. Gráinne is grinning so wide that he’s tempted to drop her over the edge and order her back to the tower. His dark brows pull together in resolve. Teeth clenched. He feels the muscle in his jaw twitch. It is time to end this foolishness.

			“Sivney,” he calls, and the first mate shuffles across the deck.

			“Dubhdara?”

			The nickname, meaning “Black Oak,” is an honorific. A way for his men to show both respect and familiarity without bogging down a conversation with his title. It is used only by those who like him.

			“Get us out of the harbor,” he says, then grabs Gráinne’s small, soft hand. There are ninety men at oars, watching them with expressions that range from incredulity to mystification to horror. Sivney begins shouting orders to the crew. But the only thing Eóin tells his daughter is “Choose an oar.”
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			Her hands are blistered in less than an hour. There are fifteen oars each side of the galley, and three men per oar. Forty-five men each, on port and starboard. There is, of course, no room for Grace on any of the benches. But her father ordered her to row, so she squeezed between two men near the prow on the starboard side. One is old, wizened like a piece of dried meat, all sinew and leather. She is alarmed to discover that most of his front teeth are missing. The other is a boy slightly older than Donal. Fifteen perhaps. He proudly displays fledgling whiskers and a perpetual scowl. She thinks his name is Ultan, but he’d been growling when he answered. He glares at Grace every time she looks at him.

			Nonetheless, she had set her hands upon the oar and asked, “What do I do?”

			The old man grumbled under his breath and Ultan looked at her like she was a great disappointment. Neither answered. Instead, the old one straightened on the bench as Sivney roared, “Eyes in the boat!”

			Utterly lost, Grace looked about.

			“It only means stop skylarking,” Ultan hissed. “Pay attention to the captain.”

			“What’s skylarking?” she whispered back.

			He’d spat then, right on her bare foot, and muttered “Useless fecking girls” under his breath.

			Neither has spoken to her since. Not even when she is yanked forward off the bench by the force of their rowing. Nor has Grace bothered them with any other questions. Questions make them angry. Talking makes them angry. Looking at them makes them angry. She isn’t just the captain’s daughter; she is the chieftain’s daughter. She shouldn’t have to ask; she ought to know.

			So Grace watches and listens. All she can discern is that the rowing requires a call-and-response as they maneuver out of the rocky harbor of Clare Island and into the deeper waters of Clew Bay.

			Let fall!

			Give way!

			Steady!

			Pick up the stroke!

			Hold water!

			She tries to match the calls with the motion of the oars and the movement of the boat, but she has no luck. It all happens too quickly. But she can feel the forward lurch with every stroke, the spray of spindrift on her nose. Her hands are raw and an ache splinters across her lower back, but Grace doesn’t complain. She’s found that her feet can reach the deck if she scoots to the edge of the bench and presses her toes into the wood. For the first time since leaving the harbor, she’s controlling the oar. But the commands themselves still mean nothing to her, so she mimics the motions of the men beside her—albeit a breath late every time. Push. Pull. Lift. There is a sort of poetry to the motions once she recognizes the pattern.

			It’s not yet noon, but the sky has a tinge of granite and the clouds are hard flat lines stacked on top of one another like slate tiles. A roof for the sky. Grace knows a storm when she sees one but cannot understand why her father would depart with a gale building out to sea. She can feel the wind coming straight across the deck, tossing her damp hair into her eyes. And she can feel her father’s gaze on her, even though she hasn’t looked at him once since choosing an oar. They are still close enough to home for him to change his mind, so she keeps her eyes on the shoreline.

			Grace waits for the order to row inland, but instead Sivney yells, “Avast! Oars!” and all ninety men lift their sculls so that the blades are parallel with the water.

			“Way enough!”

			As though working with a single mind, their arms swing inward so that the oars lie on the gunwale, blades flat and pointed toward the prow. Within seconds they are latched into place.

			“Ready the sails!” Sivney orders.

			“Ready!” ninety men call in response.

			And then a flurry of movement on deck forces Grace to scramble off the bench and onto the forecastle so as not to be underfoot. The three great swaths of canvas are unfurled and then Sivney’s order rings out.

			“Make sail!”

			Words are thrown around in a jumble. Halyard. Lines. Sheets. Braces, slacken, and haul. Similar to the rowing, there is a choreography these men use to dance across the deck, ropes in hand, moving, pulling, coiling, swearing. There is too much to see at once, and she doesn’t know where to look. But then the wind fills the sails with a sudden snap and Niamh glides forward in a rush, like she’s taken a boot in the backside. Grace stumbles, then grabs a taut line so she doesn’t crash to her knees. She feels the air move around her and now it comes from behind, out of the north, a steady hand at their back.

			In all the commotion, the shouts and orders and braying of the sailors, she does not hear her father step up behind her. But then there is a warm hand on her shoulder and another over her fingers where she grips the sheet line so tightly that her knuckles are white.

			“Do not be afraid, bird.”

			Confused, she looks up at him, her smile wide and her eyes glowing. Why would she be afraid? This is the very thing she wants. Adventure! Danger! And though she says nothing, she sees the disapproval in his expression.

			The mood on deck rises like the swell of a wave. Laughter rings out, followed by hearty cheers as they move into deeper water. To her left she can see Roonah Point falling farther away as they head into the North Atlantic, closer to the building storm. All she knows of her father’s trading expeditions is what she’s overheard him tell her mother. He usually navigates closer to the coast, keeping to calmer waters buffeted by the western Inish islands of Turk, Bofin, and Shark. Known waters with known allies, where they run less risk of encountering foreign vessels.

			“Why this way?” Grace asks.

			“There is something I want to teach you,” he says.

			“What?”

			“That the sea is not your friend.”

			Grace lets her hand fall from the rope. She flexes her stiff fingers once, to get the blood moving again, then drops her hand to her side, where it lies flat against the thick wool of her skirt and the slight bulge where Cook’s knife rests in a scabbard strapped to her slender thigh. She won the scabbard from Donal in a game of chess three weeks after she stole the knife, and has worn them both ever since. She is comforted by their presence.

			She looks up at her father. “It doesn’t have to be my friend for it to be mine.”

			It could be the motion of the boat—the wind has picked up, and the ropes are groaning all around her—but she thinks Eóin stumbles back a step in surprise.
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			Gráinne never asks to go to the cabin. Not when the wind howls in earnest or when the rain begins to hammer the deck like stinging needles. Not when Niamh lists portside or when sheets of water stream off the sails and down the back of her dress. She doesn’t cry and she doesn’t beg, even though Eóin sees her small body shiver in the cold and her lips turn blue. She holds to that rope as though it is the only thing tethering her to this world. But she does it with a wild grin on her face.

			He has never been more afraid in his life.

			And not because this damn storm is blowing a hooley.

			It is little more than bluster and rage—a bit of ocean, showing off on command. He is grateful that his instincts were correct. They’ll all be wet enough to rust by the time night falls. But no harm will befall anyone on board Niamh today. They call this Mother Nature, but they are wrong. Oh, not about her being female. That’s true enough. Nature is a right cruel bitch. But she isn’t your mother—she’s an old lover and she intends to make you pay for your indifference. Bed her once and she’ll punish you for the rest of your life.

			Eóin O’Malley, Chief of the Name, is afraid because his daughter is not. And he’s wagered everything on this. He needs her to be a noblewoman. He needs her to stay ashore and build his family name, to give him grandchildren. What he doesn’t need is for her to take after him. That he wants from Donal. And why wouldn’t he? Isn’t that what sons are for? But no. The boy sits five rows back, crying like a pup. And don’t tell him it’s the rain streaming down his son’s face. He knows the difference between rain and tears. The boy is weeping and the girl is laughing and Eóin—damn it—has only one option left.

			“Make it worse for her,” he tells Sivney once he’s left Grace in the prow.

			The first mate spits his disgust. “She’s only a wee thing.”

			“A stubborn wee thing who is not scared enough.”

			“I do wonder where she gets that from?”

			“Her mother, no doubt. For I still have every ounce of the fear I was born with.” Eóin turns his glower toward Sivney. “You’ll do it. Or I’ll toss you in the drink myself.”

			Sivney spits again, then roars at the men, “Manannán is in a foul mood today, lads! He must be in want of a song!”

			Laughter and hooting. Then, somewhere midship, a deep baritone voice rises above the wind with a bawdy limerick.

			
				A rooster residing in Spain

				Used to diddle his hens in the rain.

				“I give them a bloody

				Good time when it’s muddy:

				which keeps them from getting too vain!”

			

			The deck is flooded with whistles and hoots and the kind of beer garden jaw he’s heard only in taverns and back alleys. But still, it’s not enough.

			“They’re holding back,” Eóin says. “Make it worse.”

			Sivney looks scandalized now, but he’s been given his orders. And if his offering doesn’t make Manannán blush, it does make Eóin shift uncomfortably as he watches his daughter’s bright hair whip in the wind:

			
				Should a fellow discover some night

				A girl’s body in bed, it’s all right.

				He should think it good luck,

				And accept the free fuck—

				He will bugger her too, if he’s bright.

			

			One after another, the men on board Niamh call out the dirtiest limericks they know. But Gráinne never cries—not when the sky darkens to a menacing slate, or when the chalk-tipped waves crash against the bulwarks. She does not turn from her place in the prow as they sail like hellions into the dusk.
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			Eóin promised not to let his daughter die. And she’s not been in any real danger since they set out from Clare. But she is freezing and hungry and shaking like a reed in the hissing, spitting wind. So he picks her up and carries her toward the cabin. He grabs Donal on the way for good measure, and neither of them argues.

			Niamh is long and slender and shallow. Eóin has gotten the most out of her, even though the Spanish shipbuilders told him it wasn’t possible. One hundred sixty-four feet long and twenty feet wide, with two floors below deck. He needed her shallow and agile to navigate the islands and sounds of Clew Bay, but he also needed to transport his wares not just to Galway, but to England, Spain, and Portugal as well. He needed space. And he got it. Enough for men and goods. Below main deck is the galley and berth—large enough for two hundred men standing, or one hundred in hammocks. And below that, not tall enough for a grown man to stand, is the cargo hold. Nary a square inch to spare, so packed is it with barrels of fish and tallow along with piles of deerskin and hundreds of bolts of frieze cloth. There’s no space to turn around in the hold, nor any room to breathe.

			Eóin yanks open the door to his cabin and pushes the children in—not gently. Gráinne is silent, her gray eyes large and filled with an unnerving light as she stumbles forward. Donal, too, is wide-eyed, but his are glazed with fear. Red-rimmed. Swollen. It had not occurred to Eóin that this would be his first storm as well. The poor boy looks stricken. Eóin had only Gráinne in mind, and now he could curse himself. Donal, an afterthought, as always.

			“ ’Tis dark,” Eóin says. “And you will not leave this cabin. There is bread and fruit and water. Leave a loaf for me, but you have the rest.” He nods to the corner where a hammock sways with the rocking of the boat. “Donal, you take the hammock. Gráinne, the bed is yours. Either of ye steps one foot outside this cabin and I’ll whip ye within an inch of your life.”

			If they know the threat is idle, neither of them lets on. He’s only swatted Donal a handful of times and then only as a tachrán. He’s not so much as laid a hand to Gráinne in all eight years of her life. He couldn’t. But she cannot know that.

			So he shuts his children inside the cabin and leans against the door. Even if he has to stand here all night calling orders from the stern, he’ll not let them leave the cabin.
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			There are three loaves of oat bread on the sideboard, along with a bag of apples and a skin of water. Donal tears off half of one loaf, grabs an apple, and climbs into the hammock.

			“You drink,” he says, “then I’ll go.”

			Grace doesn’t argue.

			Her lips are chapped from the salt and she is thirstier than she’s ever been. She takes several long gulps, then wipes her mouth and hands the skin to her brother. The children stare at each other for a moment, each realizing this is the first time in their lives that they have ever been left unattended.

			She is startled when he laughs at her.

			“What?”

			“The wind has given you elflocks, hasn’t it?” When she only looks at him with confusion, he tugs at a piece of his own hair and adds, “Tangles. Like it’s been plaited by fairies. You look a fright. Next time, tie it back.”

			Donal is dark like their father, hair black and skin tanned from long hours on deck, but his eyes are different. A younger version of the same green. Brighter. Less hardened by time and circumstance, and always ready to smile. She feels that he is trying not to smile at her now.

			Grace doesn’t know what to do with this boy they call her brother, doesn’t know how to speak with him—if she’s even allowed. So she surveys the small dim cabin instead. Wood floor, walls, and ceiling. Two small windows that reveal nothing but darkest night. A map of Ireland hangs on the portside wall, and a blunderbuss sits in a wooden rack on the starboard side. She has never seen a firelock before, so she moves to the wall and reaches for it.

			“Don’t touch that!” Donal shouts, nearly tumbling out of the hammock as he tries to swat her hand away. Her face must show hurt and alarm, because he adds, “ ’Tis loaded. Da always keeps it loaded. Could kill us both.”

			Her cheeks burn as she lets her hand drop. The cabin is swallowed in silence again and she finds herself wanting to flee. So Grace says the first thing that comes to mind.

			“I don’t hate you.”

			Donal blinks at her. “Why would you? I’m the one who’s supposed to hate you.”

			“No one hates me,” she says, certain it’s the truth.

			“Of course they do.”

			“Name one person.”

			“My mam,” he tells her.

			Grace has never met Donal’s mother—has never even seen the woman, in fact. So he may as well be saying that his frying pan hates her. Or the chimney stack. It makes no sense.

			“Name another,” she demands.

			He shrugs. “My granny also hates you.”

			“That’s not true.”

			“Tá, it is.”

			“Why does your granny hate me?”

			Grace doesn’t have a granny. Both of hers are dead.

			“Because our da married your mam and not mine.”

			“That isn’t my fault.”

			“No. But it makes me a bastard and you an heir. It’s why you live in the castle and I don’t.”

			“It’s not a castle. It’s a tower house,” she argues.

			Donal laughs and she thinks it’s a pleasant sound. She’s heard mean laughter before. She knows the difference.

			“Everyone on Clare calls it a castle. Haven’t you seen where I live?”

			“A house?”

			“That’s a polite word for hut. Or cottage, if you want to be nice about it. But the rest of us don’t have three stories and two chimneys and a garret roof made of slate. It’s one big smoky room with a cooking pit in the floor for us. Thatch roofs and dirt floors too.”

			Every trip to the village has been with her mother or father or Cook. And never once has she been invited into a home, so she doesn’t know what to say. It sounds like he is accusing her of something.

			Grace picks an apple from the bag and tears off a chunk of bread. She sits on the edge of the bed to ponder this new information. The apple is soft and wrinkled and doesn’t have much flavor. No doubt it sat in a barrel in the cellar all winter. But now that she’s taken a bite, her stomach declares its hunger and she takes three more, chewing slowly and swallowing quickly. Donal watches her finish the apple, core and all, then start on the bread. It at least was baked this morning.

			“Doesn’t matter,” she finally says, wiping breadcrumbs from her skirt. “I bet your house smells like peat smoke, same as mine.”

			He considers this for a moment, then nods, acknowledging her point.

			Grace passes the waterskin when he reaches for it. He gulps and gulps, then finally hands it back, significantly lighter.

			“Why did he bring you this time?” Donal asks.

			“Because I keep asking.”

			He shakes his head. “That’s not it. I keep asking him to stay and he never lets me.”

			“You don’t want to sail?”

			“I hate it. Makes me sick. Most times Da leaves a bucket in here for me. I’d rather be home with my mam. Playing with my dog. Working in the garden or watching the sheep. Anywhere but here.”

			Donal’s confession gives Grace the opportunity to ask something she’s been curious about. “Do you have another da?”

			“No one has two fathers.”

			“I mean does your mother have a husband?”

			He frowns. Then nods. “Éamon.”

			“And he lets you come on these trips?”

			“Doesn’t have a choice, does he? He’s not my da. My father is chieftain—same as yours—and everyone in the clan does as he says.” He squints at her. “ ’Cept you. Seems like you do whatever you want.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Means you’re here and not at home where he wants you. I just don’t understand why.”

			Grace is tired now. Her eyes heavy and her body sore. So she scoots farther back on the bed and leans her head against the wall, her father’s pillow propped behind her aching back.

			“I think he wants me to hate it so I won’t ask to come with him anymore.”

			“And do you? Hate it, I mean.”

			“No. I love it. I think it’s great fun.”

			“Well, I think it’s scary,” he says. “I don’t want to die underwater.”

			“Da won’t let that happen.”

			“Maybe he won’t have a choice. Maybe the storm will swallow us whole.”

			“It doesn’t seem like a bad storm,” she says.

			“No. Not too bad. He wouldn’t sail in a terrible storm.”

			“So you think I’m right, then? He’s doing this so I won’t argue anymore.”

			“Probably.”

			Donal pulls his feet up and stretches out in the hammock. Now that he’s reclined, it begins to sway with the rocking of the boat. This way and that. Back and forth. She listens to the rain lash the thick wooden strakes. Looks through the port window and watches the occasional flash of lightning in the distance. Maybe she should be scared. But mostly Grace wants to know what a terrible storm would feel like. She wonders whether it would send her flying or crashing. And maybe she shouldn’t want to know. But she does.

			“I won’t let him make me hate it,” she tells Donal. “But if you want, I’ll help you find a way to stay at home.”

			His eyes are closed now, and his voice is sleepy. “Won’t work.”

			“Why?”

			“The boats are meant to be mine one day. All of them. When Da is gone. I’m meant to be The O’Malley.” There is a long pause and she thinks that he has gone under. But then he adds, “Unless you have a brother one day. Then the title will probably go to him.”

			“Why?”

			“ ’Cause I’ll be dead. Kilt in my sleep, most likely. That’s what my mam says. That if Da ever has a son with your mam, I’ll be dropped into the sea”—he yawns—“or poisoned. Or maybe just have my throat cut. She says it always ends in blood when two sons fight for the same title.”

			“Da would never!”

			Another yawn, this one longer, and when he speaks again, his voice is very soft and sounds far away. “Never said it would be Da.” He laughs like a child in its sleep. “Maybe it will be you.”

			Grace doesn’t answer because it is such a stupid thing to say, and then, within seconds, she can hear the change in Donal’s breathing. He’s been lulled to sleep by the rocking of the hammock. She thinks Donal’s mother must be a liar to scare him this way, to make everyone a potential enemy.

			Twelve hours, maybe less. That’s how long Grace has been on Niamh. But the sleek galley already feels like hers. She wants it to be hers. Along with every ketch and sloop, every punt and yawl in her father’s fleet. Grace is startled to realize just how badly she wants not only the ships, but the title too.

			I want to be Chief of the Name, she thinks. I want to be The O’Malley.
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			“Fecking Galway,” her father swears, yanking Grace from the path of an oncoming carriage. It thunders past, wooden wheels rattling along the cobblestones, horseshoes clomping in harmony.

			She’s never been farther away from home than Westport, on the mainland. Town, as her father calls it. And that always seems immense. A full seven hundred people live in town. So many that it has a high street packed with shops and several alleys crowded with homes that stretch down to the Carrowbeg River. The O’Malleys have another tower house in Westport and a third on Achill Island. But she has never been anywhere so chaotic as Galway City.

			Grace woke sometime in the night to find herself on the floor. Her father had moved her to a threadbare rug and covered her with his blanket. He kept the pillow for himself. She lay there awake, listening to Eóin and Donal snore. First one, then the other, taking turns filling the silence, a long rumbling through the night. She listened to the rain. Listened to Sivney call orders in the storm. She has no memory of drifting off to sleep again, only of waking. And when she did, Niamh was docked in Galway Harbor and she was alone in the cabin. A quick search revealed a bag that had been packed for her. So she changed into a clean dress and her boots—Grace does loathe shoes of any kind. There was no hand mirror on board the ship, but she didn’t need one to know that she looked like a drowned rat. So she ran the comb through her hair and, because she does not want this to be the last voyage with her father, tied it back with a bit of silk ribbon.

			“Where are we going?” Grace asks, struggling to keep up with her father’s long strides as he pulls her through the fish market.

			He keeps hold of her hand, seemingly unconcerned by whether Donal is following along. But twice she sees Eóin turn and look over his shoulder. Her brother does just fine, trailing a few steps behind. He’s been here before and easily dodges the people and carts and stray dogs that crowd around them.

			“To see the merchant’s agent so we can be paid,” Eóin says, patting his breast pocket where the cargo manifest lies folded in thirds.

			They’ve just come from the dockmaster, who inspected the crates and barrels, the bolts of fabric and various animal skins, then signed off that the numbers were correct. They are not alone. Sivney walks ahead, keeping an eye out for trouble, and Ultan, his son, walks behind. A ship’s captain with a signed manifest is always a target. So it doesn’t hurt to have extra men guarding them fore and aft as they move through the city. That’s what she heard her father explain to Donal when they left the docks, at least.

			Galway smells of fish and sailors, of leather and rotting vegetables. Boats by the dozen are moored in the harbor and easily twice as many are anchored farther out in Galway Bay, either waiting their turn to unload cargo or preparing to leave for parts unknown. People everywhere. With their animals and their children and their wares. Children selling flowers from carts. Carts pushed by women selling bread. Bread eaten in chunks by the fishmongers as they wave fat mackerel and salmon in their dirty hands. The merchants are selling other things she has never seen before and speaking languages she has never heard. Grace is transfixed. She gives a little skip of delight, earning a glare from her father.

			As they move away from the fish market toward the city proper, a massive seawall looms above them. Known as the Front Wall, it is made of thick stone and extends from the tower house to the end of the quay, a bulwark against the River Corrib and her mercurial tides. Eóin pulls Grace closer until they stand before the tower. There is an inscription carved near the top in deep slanted letters, and he points to it.

			“Do you know what that says?”

			Grace cannot read. Her father knows this. So she knows he does not expect an answer.

			Donal has caught up to them now, and he also peers at the writing. Eóin scratches his chin. “ ’Tis in Latin,” he mutters, then quotes, “ ‘From the ferocious O’Flahertys, Good Lord deliver us.’ ”

			“What does that mean?” Donal asks.

			“It means The O’Flaherty is a right mean bastard and that he’s banned from entering Galway,” he says. “But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t watch your back while in this city. Being banned from something has never stopped an O’Flaherty from doing it.”

			He takes a step, then pauses. Looks at the inscription again, then down at Grace. His beard needs trimming, but still she can see him press his tongue into one cheek, deep in thought.

			“O’Flaherty has a son about your age,” he says, and though the statement means nothing to her, her father nods slowly three times.

			As they reach the end of the Front Wall, Eóin turns right and leads them toward the tower, then through the wide arched doorway at its base. Two guards stand at the bottom of the stairs.

			“State your business,” one demands.

			Her father pats the manifest with one hand and gives Grace a reassuring squeeze with the other. “I’ve an appointment with the merchant’s agent.”

			The guard squints at the wax seal like it might be a forgery. “Wait your turn,” he says. “He’s with a client.”

			Instead of heading back into the light, her father stands his ground, leveling the guard with an impassive stare.

			“Might be some time,” the guard says. “He’s got an Englishman up there.”

			“I have nowhere else to be.”

			And so they wait. Every time Grace begins to fidget, her father tightens his grip on her small hand—not so much that it hurts, but enough to make her stand still. Donal might as well be a statue or a ghost. Clearly he has been taught what to do. Grace finds the waiting worse than the storm. Worse than waking on the floor, stiff and damp and cold. This standing and doing nothing, when she could be out exploring the market, is maddening. Just when she starts to wonder if the guard has lied and the merchant isn’t busy at all, they hear someone coming down the spiral stone steps in front of them.

			A finely dressed man and a boy about Grace’s age. The aforementioned Englishman, she assumes. Her father stiffens beside her and his grip becomes painful. She gives his hand a tug to make him aware, but he doesn’t let go.

			“O’Malley,” says the plummy foreign voice.

			“Bingham.”

			“I thought you hated Galway.” The Englishman stops three steps from the bottom so as to loom above her father.

			“My opinion of the place hasn’t changed since last we met,” Eóin says.

			“And yet here you are.”

			“A necessity I do not enjoy.”

			Bingham sighs. Looks over her father’s head. Peers at Donal dispassionately. Then his eyes shift to her and narrow, taking in the hand that holds hers. “Your daughter?”

			“Yes.”

			Those eyes return to Donal’s cautious face. Then back to hers. “Pups from different litters, I take it.”

			Silence, filled with menace, is her father’s only answer for several long seconds. It stretches out, making even the guards uncomfortable. They shift awkwardly until he finally speaks.

			“Your son?” Eóin asks.

			The Englishman nods. “Richard.”

			“Ah, you’re one of those men.”

			“What kind would that be?”

			“The kind that names a son after himself.”

			“My family legacy is important to me, O’Malley. I thought you’d feel the same about yours.”

			“I’ll know I’ve actually managed a legacy when my children name a son after me.”

			The Englishman laughs. “Oh, I intend to see my legacy long before then. Come, Richard, we have real business to attend.”

			Father and son push past them, and Eóin moves toward the stairs, pulling Grace behind him. Donal has already slipped ahead, eager to escape the confrontation. When Grace looks back to watch the Binghams leave, she finds the boy still standing there, only inches away, looking at her as he would some piece of manure stuck to his boot. Now that they are level on the floor, she sees that he is shorter than her. Thin like a reed and dark-headed as a raven. She meets his curious gaze and sees him draw back, assuming he will wander out after his father.

			He spits directly in her eye.

			She kicks his shin in response.

			It happens before she can think, before she’s even made up her mind to do so. The hard toe of her leather boot connects directly with the long bone below his knee. The younger Richard buckles. Then he yelps in pain, hopping on one foot, hands wrapped around his leg.

			Both fathers stop and turn. Grace uses the movement to sidle closer to Eóin’s leg, to wipe the spit out of her eye and school her face into innocence.

			Fat tears of pain slide down the boy’s cheek and he looks ready to lunge for her.

			“What a frail pup you have there, Bingham,” her father says, tugging her up the stairs and away from the Englishmen.

			Once they’ve made it a full rotation, Eóin leans down and whispers in her ear, “Next time, put your boot in his bollocks.”
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			Grace hears shouting inside the office. The merchant’s agent is louder than her father, but she knows that isn’t a good sign. Eóin gets quiet when he’s angry. Noise and bluster mean he’s only playing. But silence means wrath beneath the surface. A rip current of temper.

			She and Donal stand at the top of the landing, looking out on Galway City through the slender arrow loops in the castle wall. There is another floor above them, but they were instructed to remain here, not to wander.

			“Keep an eye on your sister,” Eóin told Donal with a stern warning. “I’ll tan your hide otherwise.” Then he’d gone in to get paid and—by the sound of it—things haven’t gone well since.

			Grace cannot hear much. But Bingham’s name comes up several times. As does her father’s favorite refrain.

			“Fecking Galway,” he shouts. “Feck this fecking city!”

			Then there’s a bit about liars and thieves and Englishmen before something slams against the door by her head. It startles her so badly that she trips over her own feet and stumbles backward toward the stairs. Donal barely catches her by the arm before she goes—arse over teakettle—down the steps.

			Amber liquid pools out from under the door and spreads toward them. It reeks of sailor and taproom.

			“ ’Tis only whiskey,” Donal says. “Not piss. Don’t worry.”

			“I know what whiskey smells like.”

			And what it tastes like, she thinks. Her mam mixes it with honey for her when she has the croup.

			After another round of shouting, the door opens and their father storms out, shoving a bag of coins into his pocket.

			He turns to face the agent. “Tell me why I have a better chance of stumbling upon Richard Bingham in your office than I do of stumbling upon my own wife in my own bed?”

			A crock, once filled with whiskey, now lies broken beside the door. Her father stands in the puddle, unconcerned. The merchant’s agent stares at him. “I’ve entered into an agreement with Bingham. You know that already.”

			“We had an agreement too.”

			A shrug. “He gave me better terms.”

			“And he’ll change them. You’ll be back begging before the end,” her father says. “Bingham is petty. And ruthless. He’ll slit your throat as soon as shake your hand.”

			Grace thinks this agent might have been handsome once. When he was young. But now he looks the way all men look to her: old and tired. His longing gaze drops to the ruined whiskey.

			“We all have our orders,” he says finally, and seems to droop a bit farther into his chair.

			Something like a growl rumbles in her father’s chest. “O’Flaherty?”

			“You aren’t the only Chief of the Name on this island. And the one I answer to wants Bingham’s business. He has wealthy friends in Dorset. And last I checked, you have no friends at all.”

			Eóin’s answer is so low and tight with anger that Grace can barely hear the words. “You might be surprised to learn exactly who my friends are.”

			Then he shuts the door to the merchant’s office and orders Grace and Donal to follow him. Once they’re down the stairs and past the guards, he takes her hand again, but it doesn’t feel tender this time. It feels like he doesn’t trust her to keep up. They step into the sun and Sivney falls in behind them. Eóin has promised them a day in Galway and Grace hopes that his anger won’t make him forget. But she doesn’t dare remind him as they stomp away from the tower.

			Within moments, they are back on the high street, jostled about by other shoppers. Greenbottle flies buzz around the stalls, bumping into one another, their glossy fat bodies shining in the sun. She swats one away from her ear as her father buys them lunch. Hot meat pies straight from the oven. Grace takes a hasty bite and draws away as steam hisses up her nose and a blister rises on the tip of her tongue. She blows on her pie. Waits. Blows again. Takes a gentler bite, then licks the flaky crust from her fingers.

			She thinks this might be the best day of her life.

			It is late afternoon now, and the sun beats down upon them. But still she skips along, looking at everything, touching what she can, and asking so many questions that her father rubs at one temple with his thumb.

			“Where are we going?” she asks.

			He stops in the middle of the road and points to a large shop that takes up an entire corner at the end of the block. It is two stories tall with a bright red sign hanging out front, lettered in stark white. It dangles from three rusty chains and she can hear the squeak of metal against metal over the chattering crowd. A full wall of windows faces the street, and the goods within sparkle in the sun.

			“There,” he says. “And I will let each of ye choose one thing if ye let me alone to finish my business.”

			“Anything at all?” Grace asks.

			Her father laughs then, and she is happy to hear the sound. “Within reason. Ye must be able to carry it home yourself.”

			“Me too?”

			It’s the only question Donal has asked all day, and when she meets her brother’s eyes, there is such a cautious hope in them that she is pained. Has their father never bought a gift for him before?

			“Of course,” he says, setting his hand upon the boy’s head.

			Perhaps it’s her imagination, but she thinks Donal leans into the touch, like a cat.

			The air inside the shop is stuffy and the aisles are packed with men perusing the wares. Some of them she recognizes from her father’s ship; others are strangers.

			“What is this place?” she asks.

			“A chandlery. If it’s needed by ship or sailor, this is where you find it,” Eóin says, then leaves them to look around.

			But there are other things as well. Clothing and wooden toys. Candy in buckets at the front counter. And foodstuffs all along the walls. Bags of flour and onions. Dried beans and strips of meat.

			“Do you think he means it?” Donal asks. “That we can pick anything?”

			“I don’t know,” she answers honestly.

			Grace watches her brother chew the corner of his lip. His eyes are pensive as they drift to an aisle filled with musical instruments, where an assortment of fifes and tin whistles are arranged amongst a bodhrán drum, a set of rhythm bones, two expensive-looking fiddles, a tympan, and one set of elbow pipes. Donal goes right to them, and she can see the war raging in his eyes. He lifts a hand to touch the pipes, then pulls it away.

			It is a bold choice, and one their father will no doubt question. But Grace finds that she wants Donal to have his pipes. There is a look of love in his eyes. And it occurs to her that the only way to ensure that her brother walks out of this shop with the prize he truly wants is for her to find something equally audacious, even if it means they must call their father’s bluff together.

			She has only a moment or two before they will be summoned to the counter. No time to dawdle. So she spins in a circle, rotating on the heel of her boot, and leaves her choice to chance. Only it isn’t chance at all. Not really. Not when she stops her turn right before the window and sees the thing she did not know she wanted. Not until now, when it presents itself to her as if by fate.

			It sits in a square wooden box lined with felt, resting in a beam of dirty sunlight. Metal casing. Glass face. She guesses the backing is ivory and the needle is silver. But it could be painted, for all she knows or cares. The symbols might be Latin or Pictish. Doesn’t matter. It is hers. She can feel it. So Grace reaches out and grabs the box just as she hears her father’s voice.

			“Gráinne! Donal! Time to go.”

			Her brother moves ahead of her down the crowded aisle, something bulky under his arm. He cannot seem to muster the courage to look their father in the eyes when he lifts it onto the counter.

			But the thing wheezes horribly, like a cat being stepped on, and she knows he has chosen the pipes. Grace smiles at the back of her brother’s head.

			Their father laughs.

			“And I thought the merchant’s agent cut a harsh bargain,” he says, looking at the lump of bladder and reed. “This is what you want?”

			Donal stares at the floor, nodding furiously.

			“And this is mine,” Grace says, setting her box on the counter.

			Not what she wants. What is hers.

			Donal has chosen a set of pipes.

			And she has chosen a compass.
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				“A Murder at Moycullen”
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			Grace is twenty-four years old

			
			She is pregnant. Again. Thrice in four years. Her first child—a son—she named Eóin, after her own father. He was followed little more than a year later by a daughter who looks so like Grace, and therefore her own mother, that only the name Margaret would do. It seems to her that the child growing within her now is also a boy. Her belly has that shape to it, pushing out from her body, proud and round. Grace has never met a man who did not like to show himself off in some way—even in the womb. And if she were married to anyone else, she would name the boy Donal, after her brother. But she will not allow her husband to think that she’s done so to honor him. Therefore, she hopes for a girl—Nora, if she gets her way—but expects a boy and will call him Merrick.

			Grace looks up when the cabin door swings open with a heavy thud. Her husband stands there, windblown and sweaty, cheeks red from the sun and salt, his muddy eyes pinched in concentration.

			“We’re coming into harbor,” he says.

			“Mo fhear,” Grace whispers, and sets one finger to her lips.

			He looks to the bed where their children nap in a rectangle of sunlight that rolls across them in time with the gentle rocking of the ship. It is not a smile that lifts his face, but near enough. And there is some tenderness in it. The children please him. He wants more of them. Tells her this as often as she will listen. He wants as many children as she can give him, though Grace cannot fathom why. He spends so little time with the ones he has. But perhaps the O’Flahertys think of children like horses? A sign of wealth. No wonder they go through wives like broodmares.

			“Wake them,” he orders.

			“They only just fell asleep.”

			“They’ll want to see the city.”

			They’ll want no such thing, she thinks, and you won’t be the one to deal with them, anyway.

			Grace considers his demand. If she wakes them now, they will be tyrants for the rest of the day—but at least she can leave this dratted cabin. It is not so spacious or comfortable as Niamh’s—only large enough for a small bed and a smaller desk—and keeping Young Eóin and Margaret occupied all day has driven her half mad. Her husband forbade her from being on deck during the journey.

			“ ’Tis no place for a woman,” he’d said.

			As if she has not spent half her life on deck. But Donal O’Flaherty is no more aware of her skill at the helm than her skill with a knife. So she chooses not to argue with him now.

			“I’ll bring them out shortly,” she says.

			Her smile is tight when he closes the door again, matter settled.

			Most men name their ships after women—those they’ve known or loved. But that had not been good enough for the O’Flahertys. They’d gone with Scian Catha, a name that means “Battle Knife.” What it lacks in sentimentality, it makes up for in speed, however, and they have reached Galway Harbor in record time.

			Grace looks to where the children lie, sprawled out, pink-cheeked, hair curling against damp foreheads. It is a strange thing to love a child yet despise its father. She had been afraid during all those long heavy months pregnant with Eóin that she would push her baby into the world and feel nothing when she saw it. Or, worse, feel hatred. Or disgust. Or the kind of numbness that swallows her when O’Flaherty reaches for her in the dark.

			Yet all those fears were assuaged when the midwife set Eóin into her arms. She saw not his father, but her own in those blue eyes, and she knew love immediately. And yes, there are flashes of O’Flaherty in both of her children. But only flashes so far, put out easily, like a spark that jumps from the hearth onto one of the dry rush mats. Grace has only to snuff it out with a word or a firm hand. She watches closely for those sparks to show, unwilling to let them grow into flames. He might be their father, but they will be her children.

			Above them, her husband stomps his way across the cabin deck, calling orders to the crew as they row into the harbor.

			She sighs.

			Such a shame to wake a sleeping child.

			“Fecking Galway.”
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			Gutty has never been to Galway, has not been on a boat since his Bean an Tí took him on the water four years ago. He dreams of it nightly, however. The wind and spindrift. He can still feel the movement of waves in those seconds before sleep claims him. He strives to make himself useful on deck so that the young O’Flaherty chieftain will consider assigning him to the crew. He is tired of tending fires at Bunowen. He knows the only reason he’s going to the games at all is because Gráinne insisted. Fires will be needed at camp, she’d said; might as well take Gutty. He does not want to leave her service, but he does want a life beyond it.

			The boy has taken two shifts at the oars, and even though his hands are blistered and his back aches from the strain, this is the second-best day of his life, surpassed only by his afternoon on Niamh. Though he is sixteen now, he cannot imagine loving a woman more than he loves a boat. He has listened and learned today. And now that the experienced crew has assumed the rowing once more, he stands out of the way and watches them guide the ship into Galway Harbor.

			“Gutty, would you help me?”

			His attention is pulled from the crowd of men along the seawall by Gráinne’s voice. The Bean an Tí holds a limp, half-sleeping child on each hip and—as she walks toward him—loses her grip on both. Gutty dives forward to catch Young Eóin before the boy falls to the deck.

			“Up with you,” he says, swooping the child onto his shoulders. “Jaysus, has he got rocks in his pockets again? Heavy as stone, this one.”

			“They weigh twice as much when they’re asleep,” she says, adjusting Margaret so she can hold on to the girl—not yet two—with both arms. Her little head bobbles and her eyes flutter as she tries to wake.

			“Why not leave them in bed? We’ve an hour yet to reach Moycullen. Still have to make the passage up the River Corrib and into the lough.”

			Gráinne laughs and it thrills him, though he doesn’t know what he’s done to please her. The young O’Flaherty might be chieftain, but all who live at Bunowen Castle look to Gráinne first and seek her approval more.

			“Their father wants them to see the city,” she tells him.

			He snorts as Eóin’s body goes limp again, his small head settling onto Gutty’s. “All they can see is the back of their eyelids.”

			“Indeed.” She looks away for a moment, clearing some expression from her face before turning back to him. “But it seems you’ve become a sailor today?”

			“Might as well be of use.”

			“Tell me, then, what have you learned so far?”

			They stand near the gunwale, and he looks up toward the cabin deck, on instinct, to make sure that the chieftain isn’t within earshot. “You’re a better captain,” he mutters.

			“One day on deck and you fancy yourself an expert?”

			“I know enough to see when a crew believes their captain is calling the right orders. When a captain shows the sandbanks and tidal currents a proper respect.”

			Gráinne’s head tilts to the side and her eyes tighten. Curious, not angry, he thinks.

			“That was a long time ago,” she says, “a different crew. And my husband does not know that part of me, regardless.”

			“He doesn’t know that you sail?”

			“That is not a trait he values in a wife.” She pats Margaret’s head. “I have given him the only thing that he wants from me.”

			And what should Gutty say to that? It is well known that O’Flaherty and Gráinne care for each other only to the point of duty.

			He clears his throat. “Well. If I ever had a ship, and a wife that could sail one, I know exactly what I would do.”

			She raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

			He nods. “Been thinking about it since we went by the Aran Islands.”

			This is what he likes about the Bean an Tí. She doesn’t treat him like a boy of sixteen. Or a servant. Or an orphan. Or any of the other things that he takes a beating from the guards about. She lets him ask questions. And she lets him talk. Now she just looks at him, waiting for him to continue.

			“We didn’t face any trouble near those islands,” he says.

			“Why should we?”

			“Because it seems to me that all those British and Spanish ships”—he points to the dozens that lie anchored in the harbor—“should be paying for right of passage into Galway. And it seems that it would be easy enough to charge them for that right.” He shrugs. “If I had control over those islands, I’d make them pay that fee at the point of a sword.”

			“Piracy?”

			“The English call it privateering, when it’s done in the name of their king.”

			“They’ve a queen now. Her name is Mary.”

			“Doesn’t matter. She’ll be gone and another will come and another one after that. Kings or queens, ’tis all the same. They make rules that suit themselves.”

			“It’s a bit more complicated than that, Gutty. Bloodlines matter, same as Ireland. And of course the church puts its nose in as well. But I see your point about the piracy.”

			Little Eóin sits heavy on his shoulders now, so he slides the boy onto his back. Gutty holds him up by the arms and can feel Eóin’s legs dangle behind him.

			“All I’m saying is, a man could make a fortune if he knew how to navigate these waters, how to navigate the channel and escort ships up the river too. Most of those merchant vessels are small. Easy to board. Easy to tax.” He looks at her carefully to gauge her reaction. “It would be a better life than tending fires at Bunowen.”
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			“Take them,” her husband says. “I don’t have time to play nursemaid—not if you want a dry place to sleep.”

			Grace looks to the sky. Bright and clear. So it is her fault that he must set up the tent and no doubt her fault as well if the weather changes and turns to rain. She can think of nothing in the last eight years that Donal O’Flaherty does not consider her fault.

			But Grace nods and says the thing she knows will enrage him. “Yes, mo fhear.”

			His jaw clenches.

			Then he walks away.

			She lifts Margaret to one hip and tugs Eóin by the hand. “Let’s find Granny and Daideo,” she says. “They’ll be here somewhere.”

			The open field stretches from the water’s edge, where four dozen ships lie at anchor, to the western slope and the village of Moycullen. It is swarming with different clans, impossible to tell one from the other unless they’ve got their flags up. Grace doesn’t see the O’Malley crest, even though she strains for the sight of that boar against a red and gold background.

			Grace sidesteps a stubborn patch of teasel, easing around the ridged spines growing along its stalk. Six foot if it’s an inch, and hasn’t been plowed under. Likely because of the games. Why go to all that work taming a field when it will be trampled by day’s end? She smiles at the bright purple florets, though. It has always been her favorite color.

			She is on her tiptoes, leaning around the bulk of a wagon stuck in the mud, when she feels a heavy hand settle on her shoulder.

			“Gráinne,” the voice says. She wants to smile, but she can still hear her husband in the distance, shouting invective, abusing Gutty for not being able to carry everything at once.

			Two heartbeats and then she turns.

			Richard Bourke is taller than when she last saw him, but he hadn’t yet been twenty then. Taller and bigger and now he’s bearded too. Like his father. All dark and brooding. His eyes, though, are the same. And she is drowned in all that somber blue. Like falling into the sky at eventide.

			“I didn’t know you’d be coming to the games,” Richard says. His gaze roams her face, then shifts to Margaret on her hip, drops to Eóin at her side, then rises again to the swell of her belly. He blinks several times in surprise. “You didn’t mention that in your last letter.”

			She isn’t sure if he means the games or the pregnancy, and she waits a bit to see if he is upset about either.

			“It was a surprise,” she says, answering both.

			His smile is soft. Kind. “I am glad to see you.”

			“And I, you.”

			“Wait until I tell Walter that you’re here,” he says, then waggles his eyebrows. “He’ll be thrilled. Has always been fond of you, hasn’t he?”

			“Of me? No. Your brother is fond of putting his hands where they don’t belong. On my arse in particular.”

			Richard laughs. “No more of that. He’s a wife that keeps a weather eye on him now. Keeps him busy too. They’ve three children already.”

			“Boys or girls?”

			“Just the one boy.” He hides a smile by pressing his lips together. “Richard.”

			“Jesus wept. Not another one.” Grace makes a show of rolling her eyes. “At least the pressure is off you to provide an heir.”

			Richard shrugs, but she thinks that his eyes tighten, that he looks to Eóin’s chubby hand in hers. And if she were a betting woman, she’d think that would be a heavy gulp that moves down his throat.

			Grace allows herself to stare at him for one long moment, noting the changes in his face, and he stares back—doing the same. But then she remembers that she’s standing in a muddy field surrounded by men assembling their tents and women yelling after their children, and she drops her gaze, hoping that he can’t see the color bloom in her cheeks.

			You are married, Gráinne Ní Mháille, and not to him, she tells herself.

			“Do you know where my father is camped?” she asks, still looking at the mud. “He’ll be wanting to see the children.”

			When she finally looks up, Richard is searching her face for the answer to some question he hasn’t yet asked. He motions toward the north with his chin. “Tá. Top of the ridge. Just like your da to claim the high ground. Follow me, I’ll take you.”

			He turns to lead the way, then stops when her boots make a squelching sound in the mire. She can see the hesitation flicker in his eyes for a moment before he bends down, picks up Eóin, then slings the boy over his shoulders like a sack of oats.

			“Rained last night,” he mutters. “Hard to walk in this stew.”

			Then he’s off and Grace is following, easier now that she only has one child to lug.

			“And what about you?” she asks.

			“What about me?”

			“Do you have any bábs of your own?”

			He glances over his shoulder. Gives her a devious grin. “I amn’t married,” he says.

			“That isn’t what I asked.”

			He turns away and Grace can’t see the expression on his face. He shakes his head and pats Eóin’s leg. “No bábs for me. Not yet.”

			Eóin looks down at her from his perch on Richard’s shoulder, his eyes wide unblinking moons. Confused but happy. Once they are out of the muddy slop, Richard pretends to stumble and wobbles Eóin in his arms, like he’s about to drop the boy on his head. But then he rights himself and laughs. Bounces Young Eóin just a bit on his shoulders and her son grins in delight. Begs him to do it again. And so they make their way up the slope toward a large grouping of brown tents at the wooded edge.

			Grace sees her mother first; then her father comes around from behind the tent. Pauses. Lifts a hand to shield the sun from his eyes. Then he’s striding toward them, arms spread open.

			“Daideo!” Eóin screams and he’s on the ground now, running toward his grandfather.

			But where is Richard?

			Grace turns in a half circle looking for him, only to find that he is already marching back down the slope. She opens her mouth to call after him, to thank him, but thinks better of it at the last moment. But he raises his arm without looking back and flicks his wrist in a half wave, as though he can feel her gaze and her intent. Little Margaret is scooped out of her arms, and she is pinned between her parents in a crushing hug.

			It isn’t the wild landscape of Clare Island, but it is as close to home as she has been in years. And if not for the ache she feels watching Richard march down the hill, she would be utterly content.
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			It rains in the night, but the skies are clear by morning and Grace wakes to the sound of drums in the distance. And then she hears the fife, followed by the agonized wheezing of pipes joining the fray.

			So the games begin.

			What time is it now, anyway? She sees the glow of sunlight through the tent, higher than expected. Grace cannot remember the last time she woke after sunrise. The children are with her parents in the O’Malley camp—she could not have pried them loose had she wanted to—and, given the look of her bedcovers, her husband never returned to the tent last night. Well enough. She didn’t want him pawing at her anyway, not that this swollen belly gives him much encouragement these days.

			No doubt her husband has been out carousing with his dissolute cousin Rory. They behave more like brothers, always scheming or fighting. Her husband, at least, is not so ugly as Rory, with his mean eyes and potbelly. She has always found Rory to be the kind of man who ogles and thinks you don’t notice. It will be a happy trip if she does not speak with him at all.

			Grace looks down at what little she can see of her lap. She thinks three months, maybe less, before the báb arrives, and then sleep will be gone again for another year, burned away like mist at sunrise.

			She yawns. Stretches. Then begins the cumbersome process of dressing herself. Boots first, as always, and she sees that Cook’s old kitchen knife is tucked in safely.

			Richard is here.

			The thought settles as she works the comb through her hair. It doesn’t matter, she has to remind herself. He is not yours, he has never been yours.

			When she pushes through the flap of her tent, she finds the lakeshore in chaos. Campfires everywhere. The smell of oats and bacon and last night’s dinner reheated in iron pots. By the looks of those around her, last night’s drink is still heavy in their stomachs. Grace steps back as a man stumbles across her path, then curses as another bumps into her from behind.

			The entire western shore of Lough Corrib is littered with tents, from the water’s edge up the hill heading toward Moycullen. The fields are muddy and trampled; the spectators more so. She has never seen so many dirty, happy children in her life—chasing one another with sticks, eating their breakfast as they run.

			The air smells of rain and cookfires, stale whiskey, and burdock that has been crushed underfoot. Grace spins in a small circle looking for Gutty. And there he is, sweating over the coals as he throws another turve of peat onto the flames.

			“Hungry?” he asks.

			She pats her belly and feels a small bump of greeting against her ribs. “The báb is, at least.”

			He tilts his head. “A boy?”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“You look the way you did with Young Eóin.”

			She laughs. “And how would you remember?”

			“I did a lot of mopping up behind you, didn’t I? I don’t think you kept your breakfast down at all that winter. And then you swelled up like a toad.” She sees that gap between his teeth as he flashes a rare smile. “Same as now.”

			Gutty hands her an oatcake and she takes it from him, then reaches out with her empty hand. He laughs, giving her another.

			“I am not swelled up.”

			He puffs out his cheeks and makes a show of waddling. “And I am not an orphan.”

			If she wasn’t so hungry, she’d throw an oatcake at his head. So Grace swats his shoulder and then she’s off, ready to explore.

			It is no surprise that Donal O’Flaherty has chosen to set their camp directly in the middle of the chaos. She would expect nothing less of her husband. He needs to be the hub of every wheel, and these are his ancestral lands, after all. His father—The O’Flaherty—lives but a few miles north, in Aughnanure Castle. No doubt he will honor them all with his presence today. He will bless the games with a speech and she will find somewhere else to be.

			The title and the castle will pass to her husband once his father is gone, and then she will live here too, even farther from Clare Island and all that matters to her.

			Grace cuts a line through the center of the camp, avoiding the hill to the north, where the O’Malleys lie, and the sprawling Bourke encampment to the south.

			The drums are closer now, and she can feel a shift in the crowd. She hears whispers and watches people lift onto their toes, straining to see.

			That boom-boom-booming ceases with a final bang, and then a roar goes up from the crowd all around the open field. Grace elbows her way forward until she can see a throng of men and boys, fifty or more, huddled in the center of the clearing. Each holds aloft a long stick of curved oak. Chanting and stomping are followed by a raucous shout, and a small leather ball shoots into the sky. The players launch themselves after it.

			“Oh,” she says. “Hurling.”

			The woman next to her laughs. “They’ll all be bloody by nightfall.”

			“Or concussed,” Grace snorts.

			“Missing half their teeth as well,” the stranger adds.

			Grace grimaces, running her tongue along her own teeth, then shifts back into the crowd. It is tradition to open the games with hurling, a stick-and-ball game that will take the entire day, and a pound of flesh from every player. They will run themselves mad, chasing that ball, then trying to balance it on the flat end of their sticks. The hurley and slíotar. They will chase and tackle and trip one another the entire time. Taking and giving blows with the hurley while defending the slíotar with their lives—just in the hopes of getting it to the goal and scoring a point. Whatever skill is involved seems little more than brute force to her, and there are other games she would rather watch, besides.

			The camp is bustling in every direction. There are card games: maw and spoil five. Board games: chess and fidchell. Footraces and horse races. Rope pulls and wrestling. Archery. Stone throwing. The longer she wanders, the more she sees, and soon the sun has passed its zenith. She is hot but never has a chance to grow hungry, for all the bread and fruit and sweets pressed into her hands by other women. They see her waddling through the camp and pat her belly. Pat her cheeks. Pat her bum. What great fortune, they say, to expect a báb in the autumn. It’s good luck, they say. Here, you look thirsty, take a drink.

			And so Grace wanders until her feet hurt, until she sees a clearing with a row of logs where she can sit and rest. The logs are arranged on a gentle slope above the open field, a natural amphitheater. She lowers herself to a log in the back row and asks the old man beside her which event is next.

			He points at a stump in the middle of the clearing and the target painted on its center. “Knife throwing,” he says, and rubs his palms together with glee.

			“Your favorite?”

			“Tá. Before I was lamed.” He pats his right thigh, and she looks down to find that limb withered and bent unnaturally to the side. There is a large gnarled walking stick beside him.

			“How?” she asks.

			“ ’Tis always a horse, isn’t it?”

			“Seems to be. Though we only blame ourselves, and never them.”

			He laughs and she sees the story in his eyes. “Tá. Is never the horse’s fault.”

			“That’s why I always give mine the same name,” Grace tells him. “Enbarr.”

			“Was the sea god Manannán’s, wasn’t it?”

			“Tá,” she says, thinking of all three horses she has loved.

			The old man is wrinkled and bulbous. Scarce on teeth yet abundant in mirth. “Sure, I can’t wait for that O’Flaherty pup to get what’s coming,” he says, nodding at the target. “Is long overdue.”

			Grace startles, but he takes her look to be a question.

			“The O’Flahertys’ son. Donal,” he clarifies, then spits the name along with a wad of phlegm to the ground between his feet. “They call him The Cock. Arrogant bastard. Always trying to take what isn’t his.”

			Grace cannot argue that fact but is curious as to what her husband is trying to steal this time. “Has this Donal—this Cock, as you say—stolen something from you, then?”

			“From us.” The old man whacks his chest with the flat of his hand. “He’s taken Castlekirk on the north shore of Corrib. ’Tis a Joyce castle. Always has been. Never disputed before that piece of maw-wallop laid claim. Cock’s Castle, they call it now. A mockery. But my son will set him straight soon enough. My Seán has always been better with knives.”

			Joyce. Seán Joyce. Son of The Joyce.

			Grace has never met the rival chieftain before. He isn’t dressed like one now. But perhaps that explains why it’s only the two of them on this log while all the others are packed with bodies from end to end.

			Her mouth opens slightly, and she can see that he’s aware she has recognized him.

			“Ack.” He waves a hand at her. “Don’t let me scare you off. I amn’t so mean as to make a pregnant cailín stand.”

			“Thank you,” Grace says and dips her head, using the show of respect to scan his hands and torso for any weapons. Would he kill Donal’s wife if he had the chance, if he knew who she was? Seeing nary a blade, she relaxes slightly, but looks around to see if anyone else is aware that The Joyce is here.

			Ah. At the edge of the clearing, not ten feet away, she sees his guards. Three men dressed in plain clothes, hands on the hilt of their swords. Their chieftain in sight, and she apparently no threat at all.

			Spectators file in by the dozens and stand behind the logs, crowding to the tree line. She is looking for her parents, for her children, when a cheer erupts from the crowd. When she turns back to the target, she sees Richard and Walter standing before it.

			“Bourkes,” The Joyce mutters. “Clever, the lot of them.”

			She can see it more than when they were younger, the resemblance between these half brothers. They are of an even height now, though Walter still has broader shoulders, more muscle. But he also has four years on Richard. They both hold a knife in each hand, pinched at the tip as they approach the line of stones fifteen feet from the target.

			Grace has always loved the way Richard moves with a knife in his hand. Has always loved to see him handle hilt and blade. Walter is the elder Bourke, however, and the first throw goes to him. His blade whistles through the air and sinks true, just three inches from the center of the target. But he’s thrown with his right hand, and that was his best shot. The second knife lands farther away and below where he’s aimed.

			Richard’s first throw is a similar distance off the target but on the other side. He shrugs, then in one smooth movement throws the blade held in his left hand. The sure, steady whack echoes across the clearing. Dead center.

			Richard Bourke takes a small bow, then turns, grinning at the cheering crowd. Grace can see it even from here: he’s looking for her. Show-off. And when he finds her sitting beside The Joyce, he raises his eyebrows and huffs a small laugh. Then he smiles wider. And winks at her.

			Grace does not realize she’s caught her breath until she forces the air from her lungs in a frustrated huff. From the corner of her eye she can see The Joyce turn to her, and when she meets his gaze, his eyes are sharp with cunning.

			The Joyce looks to her swollen belly, then back to Richard as he returns to the crowd. Walter whacks him on the shoulder and hands him a jug of whiskey. She watches the long line of Richard’s throat as he swallows.

			Grace forces her gaze back to the center of the field when her husband and Seán Joyce step into the circle but do not approach the line together. They are both destined to become Chief of the Name. Both the same age. And they are here on the lough that divides O’Flaherty lands from Joyce. She can see the crowd lean in, can see Rory elbow his way to the front row. He’s drunk and ready for a fight, already cheering for her husband.

			Who will claim the first throw? The show of dominance matters here.

			Her husband turns his back to Seán Joyce and steps to the line. There is murmuring in the crowd. A buzzing. Seán takes one step in challenge, then hesitates. One emotion chases another across his face, anger followed by certainty. He keeps his hands loose, dangling at his sides, blades pinched between his fingers, but doesn’t challenge her husband.

			Donal O’Flaherty’s first throw is wide, but his second clips the center of the target. Just enough to send a chip of painted wood flying into the grass. He steps away and she thinks he’s ready to claim the victory.

			Seán throws his knives so quickly, one after the other, and with such confidence that the crowd draws a breath all at once. And there is no doubt. Both have landed dead center, knocking her husband’s blade to the ground.

			“Told you my Seán was better with the knives,” The Joyce says, and she hears the pride in his voice. “Taught him myself.”

			The Joyce clan roars their applause as Donal O’Flaherty’s face burns an angry red. He should take the loss with good humor, then accept any one of the whiskey jugs being held out to him. It’s the only way to save face in this situation.

			But her husband—her fecking husband—cannot stomach a defeat. Even when it doesn’t matter, when it’s all in good fun.

			“You knocked my blade from the center,” he growls.

			“Wasn’t in the center and doesn’t matter anyway, since both of mine hit dead to rights,” Seán answers, his voice thick with disdain.

			Grace curses when her husband lunges. Curses him and his father and every fecking O’Flaherty for six generations back while the two men go at each other in the wet grass, punching and growling and spitting. The crowd, though—they think it’s great fun. A proper way to burn off a hangover.

			“Beat his arse, Seán!”

			“Kill The Cock!”

			“Take it like a man, O’Flaherty!”

			“The fecking Joyce cheated! They always cheat!”

			Grace looks to the sky. Shakes her head. Those who were seated on logs have jumped to their feet, jeering, chanting, fists pumping the air. Everyone is up except for her and The Joyce. He seems content to sit here in the knowledge that his son won the last contest and will win this one too.

			And he does.

			It takes five minutes, but when the spectators in front of her drop back onto their logs, she can see her husband, pinned face down in the grass, bleeding from at least three different places.

			“My Seán is better at boxing too,” The Joyce says with a laugh.

			Bodies shift. People laugh. When a jug is passed to Grace, she hands it to The Joyce and watches as he tips the whiskey back and takes a deep swig. She watches Richard settle in for the remainder of the games. She watches Walter leave the field. Watches her own stupid, vain, idiot husband limp away.

			Eyes back to Richard. He is watching her now, and why should this make her want to cry? Why should she care?

			It is a refrain now, reminding her: You are married, Gráinne Ní Mháille, and not to him. So she forces her attention back to the target and the new set of contestants. She does not look at Richard again during that match or the three that follow. She doesn’t look up until the sun slips toward the horizon and the knife throwing is over. When she can no longer resist the urge, she sees that Richard’s seat is empty.

			The crowd begins to disperse and Grace stretches her aching back, her stiff legs. Once she’s up and steady on her feet again, she holds out a hand to The Joyce, offering to help him up. He looks at her for a moment, head tipped to the side, then lifts a gnarled hand to his guards, who have all stepped forward. He accepts her help. The Joyce is lighter than he looks. Frailer. But he is also a great deal taller and she finds herself looking up at him, even though he leans heavily on his cane.

			“I thank you, Gráinne,” The Joyce says and grins as her expression wavers. Then he leans close and whispers, “Tell your husband that I’ll be taking my fecking castle back.”
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			Richard has had too much whiskey. He knows that. There’s no other reason for him to go looking for Gráinne.

			She is married, you eejit, and not to you, he thinks. She’s bloody pregnant too.

			But he knows Donal O’Flaherty. Knows the fool will be in a rage now that he’s shown his arse in front of the clans. And Gráinne saw it all. Richard tells himself that he won’t talk to her. Won’t interrupt her evening. He only wants to make sure that her useless husband won’t punish her for his own shame. This is how Richard Bourke convinces himself to creep through the darkening encampment.

			The games are over for the night. Families are drifting back to their campfires. Bottles are passed. Children put to bed. Husbands and wives going to bed as well. He grinds his teeth at the thought.

			“I won’t talk to her,” he promises himself. “She won’t even know I’m there.”

			But he also won’t let O’Flaherty hurt her.
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			Gutty thinks knives are stupid. Why use such a small blade when there are bigger options? Swords, of course, are best. No fighting at close quarters. But he’s seen the thing they call a cutlass—knows they’re carried by sailors. Something between a dagger and a sword, with a wicked curved blade. Still, he watches the entire knife competition. Keeps an eye on Gráinne. The boy doesn’t like that she’s been left alone today. Doesn’t like that her husband never came back to camp last night. His Bean an Tí is pregnant. She shouldn’t even be here, much less wandering alone in the heat all day.

			And so he followed her. But at a distance. Sees that she’s been shown kindness by other women. Sees them feed and water her. And yes, the knife throwing is entertaining, even if Gráinne’s chosen a seat by that man no one else wants to be near. A Chief of the Name, he thinks, if those guards are any indication.

			Gutty watches the young O’Flaherty chieftain embarrass himself before the entire crowd. Watches him lose, then fight, then lose again. He’s ashamed, though he doesn’t know why. He has no love for his master, after all, only his mistress. Gutty stands at the far edge of the clearing until Donal O’Flaherty wanders off the field. And he can’t say why he follows, really, other than curiosity about what that fecking eejit will do next.

			Gutty knows how to hide in the shadows, how to be invisible. He’s done it his entire life. Been where he isn’t supposed to be. No one realizes he was never given his job at Bunowen. He just found a way to stay fed and took it. One day, there he was, throwing turves of peat onto the kitchen fire, and Cook never asked where he came from or who he belonged to. Nor did anyone else, when he started carrying peat throughout the tower house.

			A floor beside the fire is preferable to the forest floor. A meal of any kind preferable to none. He was eight when the Bean an Tí came to Bunowen. Twelve when she took him on Niamh. So if he’s loyal, who can blame him?

			He follows Donal O’Flaherty away from the cheering crowd, deeper into the wood. He follows him and sees that his chieftain is following someone else. A tall man. Dark. Bearded. One of the brothers who competed first. A Bourke, stumbling just a bit from too much drink.

			Gutty watches as O’Flaherty pulls a dagger from its sheath. Watches as he holds it by the blade tip. The sun is low and the shadows are long and the crowd far behind them.

			Donal O’Flaherty raises his arm.

			Gutty blinks.

			And the blade is let loose. It flies end over end. Slowly at first, as if suspended by time, then faster, a steely blur. Another blink and the dagger lodges into the back of that man’s neck. The Bourke falls, clawing at the blade.

			Gutty watches O’Flaherty run, then throw himself onto the felled body. He yanks the knife from his victim. Lifts his head by the hair. Runs the blade across his throat.

			The Bourke brother is dead then, never having uttered a sound. Blood seeps onto the forest floor.

			Gutty doesn’t intend to scream, but he does, and hears the horror in his own voice. He has never seen a man killed before. A bird startles overhead. Takes flight. And Donal O’Flaherty turns to him, his knee still in the dead man’s back, one hand gripping a fistful of black hair, the other dripping blood.

			His chieftain looks him in the eye.

			“You,” he says.

			Gutty runs.
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			There is a scratching at the flap of her tent and Grace pushes onto her elbows. A few seconds of silence, then it happens again.

			“Gráinne?” Her name is little more than a whisper. “Are you there?”

			“Gutty?”

			He pushes his head through the flaps and she sees that he is out of breath, crying.

			“What’s wrong?” She grabs him by the shirt and pulls him inside. “Here, I’m decent. Take your hand off your eyes.”

			Gutty looks up. Down. Everywhere but at her. He squints his eyes closed. Rubs them with his fists. It makes him look like a child.

			“Tell me before I slap it out of you.”

			The boy takes a deep shuddering breath, then says, “Your husband just killed a man.”

			“What?”

			“I saw him. Threw a dagger in his neck, then cut his throat like he was gutting a fish.”

			“Who did he kill, Gutty?”

			“One of those brothers. Those Bourkes. You know? They were first up in the knife throwing.”

			No. No. No. No. No.

			Her mind stutters. Trips. She can’t get past that one syllable.

			“Which one?” She reaches out to shake him, but he turns toward the tent flap like he expects someone to burst through.

			“I don’t know his name.”

			“Think. The older one? Or the younger one?”

			“He had a beard.”

			“They both have beards!”

			He flinches at the sound of her voice. “I…I…I don’t know.”

			“That’s fine,” she says. “That’s fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.” Grace sets a soft palm against his cheek. Feels the sparse stubble of a not-yet-bearded man. “Was it the one who threw his knife first? Or the one who threw second?”

			“Second. The one who threw his knives second.”

			She swallows a sob. “You’re certain?”

			“Yes.”

			“Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph,” she says, her breath rushing out in a whoosh.

			When Gutty starts talking again, he reminds her of Young Eóin: the way her son confesses after he’s been caught sneaking sweets from the kitchen. “I didn’t mean to follow your husband. I wasn’t trying to snoop. He just…I don’t know. He looked like he was searching for trouble. And he’d just lost the match and then the fight. I was curious, so I followed him, and he followed Bourke. I thought maybe they would fight and I could watch. But everything happened so quickly. He got close and threw his knife and when the man went down O’Flaherty tackled him and cut his throat.”

			“Mother of God.” She sits back on her heels. “Did he see you?”

			“Yes. He’s going to kill me, isn’t he?”
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			“Do you trust me?” Gráinne asks.

			Richard stops short a dozen feet from her tent. He hadn’t intended to get this close. But. Well. His intentions mean nothing when it comes to her.

			A voice responds, “Yes, Taoiseach.”

			“You can’t call me that,” she snaps.

			“Well, it’s the truth, isn’t it? He doesn’t lead us. You do. All he does is leave for months at a time and kill people.”

			“Never say that again, Gutty. Not if you want to live. Now, come with me.”

			Richard is standing there, trying to figure out how to back away, when Gráinne steps out of the tent dragging a young man by the arm. He looks to be sixteen. Maybe. No beard to speak of. Not much in the way of muscle either. He’s lean, like a sailor.

			Her mouth falls open when she sees him. “Richard.”

			“Gráinne.”

			“You’re the brother!” the boy shouts.

			She turns to him and puts her finger in his face. “You be quiet. Right now. Or I will hand you over to O’Flaherty myself. Understand?”

			He nods.

			Gráinne turns to Richard and he sees the panic in her eyes.

			“I need your help,” she tells him.

			He’s at her side immediately, a hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

			She looks around the campsite, at the dark figures filing back in. “Sure, we can’t talk here. We need somewhere safe.”

			Richard grabs her hand and pulls her into the shadows. “Come with us,” he orders the boy.

			They skirt the edge of six variously sized tents, pause as a gaggle of O’Flaherty children run in front of them, and then they’re off again, headed west toward the Bourke encampment.

			“Put your head down,” he tells Gráinne. “Pretend you’re with me.”

			“I am with you,” she whispers and tries to pull her hand free.

			He draws her closer. Releases her hand, but drapes his arm across her shoulder like it’s his right.

			“You know what I mean,” he says.

			Dusk is their friend. Drunken Irishmen, more so. No one notices that he has another man’s wife beneath his arm. The boy follows behind. They continue on like that for another three minutes until they reach the edge of the Bourke campsite, but even then he doesn’t draw them toward his own tent. He circles the edge until they reach a copse of hazelwood. The small leaves are burnished gold from flickering firelight.

			Regretfully, he lifts his arm from Gráinne’s shoulder. “What happened?”

			He thinks she’s going to cry. Or hit him. He’s seen that look in her eyes before and has an overwhelming urge to pull her into his arms and kiss her. If not for the boy standing there watching them, he just might do it, consequences be damned.

			“I need you to take Gutty,” she says.

			“What?”

			He and the boy ask in unison. They look to each other, brows drawn, then back at her.

			“You must take Gutty to my father. And you must do it now, or my husband is going to kill him. I cannot let that happen.”

			Richard turns to the boy. “What did you do?”

			He throws his hands up. “Nothing!”

			“He didn’t do anything, Richard. ’Tis what he saw my husband do.”

			“That cunting piece of shite! What now? What has your useless fecking husband done this time?”

			Richard looks to her, waits for her to apologize for the man he hates most in this world. But it isn’t Gráinne who answers him.

			“He’s murdered your brother.”

			“Don’t be stupid. I just beat him in a knife-throwing contest not an hour ago.”

			“And what happened after that?” the boy asks. “Who fought next?”

			Richard narrows his eyes. “O’Flaherty and Joyce. Her husband lost his arse and his temper.”

			“And then?” the boy patiently prods.

			Richard closes his eyes. Remembers the whiskey and the wink and thinking that maybe he should go after his brother but that he’d rather sit and stare at the woman he can never have.

			“He followed Walter,” Gráinne says. “And have you seen your brother since?”

			“No,” he admits.

			“Well, I have,” the boy says. “And I saw O’Flaherty kill him.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			Gráinne takes a step closer. She puts her hand on his cheek and he feels the warmth of her palm. She takes a deep breath.

			“Because your mother told him to.”
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			“You wrote to me four years ago at Bunowen,” Grace tells him.

			“Yes. And you wrote back. We’ve been writing. What does that matter?”

			“When my brother delivered your letter, he brought one to my husband as well. It was from your mother. And maybe I shouldn’t have read it. But I did.”

			Grace tells Richard about Finola’s letter, what she’d instructed Donal O’Flaherty to do. She tells him everything except that she got pregnant with Eóin the night she read it.

			“Walter’s name was never mentioned. And it’s been years. Nothing came of it,” she says. “I’d forgotten. Until a moment ago, when Gutty fell into my tent crying.”

			“Didn’t fall,” he mutters. “Wasn’t crying.”

			“You were.”

			“You would be too if you’d seen all that blood.”

			“I see more blood every month than you have seen in your life and I have never cried about it. Not once,” she snaps.

			Richard shakes his head. “Why would my mother order him to kill Walter?”

			These complicated families and their complicated bloodlines. They are a mess on the best of days. But at times like this, when entire dynasties rise or fall, she finds them positively feudal. Finola Bourke is Richard’s mother. But she is also Donal O’Flaherty’s sister.

			“To clear your path at becoming The MacWilliam,” Grace answers. “Walter is the elected tánaiste. What better way to advance your future than to eliminate him? How old is Walter’s son?”

			“Barely six.”

			“Then he’ll be no threat to you for many years.” She lets her hand fall from Richard’s cheek. “Do you really think your mother not capable of this?”

			He snorts.

			“Then you’ll need to take it up with Finola the next time you see her. Right now, you have to get Gutty to my father.”

			“And what am I supposed to tell him when I do?”

			“That I sent him. And that I asked my father to make a sailor out of him.”

			“And your husband? If he goes searching for the boy?”

			“He won’t know where to look. I’ll tell him that Gutty ran away. That he saw his chance and took it.” She lifts her chin. Levels him with a gaze. “Please? Do this for me.”

			Richard looks to the boy and she watches his assessment. “And what about you? I’m just supposed to send you back?” He throws his hands up as the rest of Gutty’s confession sinks in. “And Walter? He’s dead? Somewhere out there in…in…”

			“The forest,” Gutty says.

			They both glare at him. The body can be dealt with later.

			“My husband won’t hurt me,” she tells him.

			“Don’t lie to me.”

			Grace pats her belly. “He’ll not take a risk with the báb.”

			“And what about after it’s born? What then? How am I supposed to protect you then?”

			“It isn’t your job to protect me. ’Tis mine.”

			“You can’t.”

			“It was you who taught me how.”

			He looks like he wants to curse or break something. Spit or fight or scream. Richard grinds his teeth and balls his fists. It takes him nearly a minute to wrestle every emotion into submission.

			“I’m going to kill your husband,” he says finally.

			“Then you’ll have to get in line. I suspect there are any number of people in this camp who plan to get there first.” Grace steps so close that the swell of her belly pushes against him. She sets her palm against his chainmail vest. “That isn’t how I need your help, Richard. Take Gutty. Please.”

			He closes his eyes. Drops his head.

			“I’ll do it. On one condition,” he says.

			Grace moves back a step so that she can see him clearly. “What?”

			“I will take the boy to your father if you take this.”

			She looks down to see a dagger in his hand. The one that hit the target.

			“A kitchen knife is little protection against a man bent on rage. You still carry it in your boot?”

			“You told me to keep it there at all times.”

			“I am glad to know that you can listen. So listen to me now: You take my blade. And you use it on your fool of a husband if he ever sets a hand to you again.”

			She looks at the knife but doesn’t take it. “Again?”

			“How many times, Gráinne?” Richard asks. “How many times has he hit you?”

			“ ’Tis not your concern. You aren’t my husband.”

			He reaches out. Cups her cheek gently. And when she leans into it—just the slightest pressure—he closes his eyes. “I should have been. We both know that. And you know that I would never hit you. So please take the fecking knife. Let me have that, at least. Let me know that it’s my steel that will bleed him dry if he hurts you.”

			She lifts the dagger from Richard’s hand and looks at it, uncertain where to even sheath the thing.

			“It will fit,” Richard says, then drops to one knee and unlaces her left boot. He pulls out Cook’s old knife and hands it to Gutty.

			“That’s mine!” she argues.

			“And you can have it back if you ever come to me at Rockfleet.”

			There is an interior sheath sewn into the edge of her boot, and he slides his dagger inside. He loosens the laces to make room, then ties them again.

			“If he ever sets a hand to you again, gut him.”

			Grace wants to tell him thank you. Or goodbye. Or I love you, I always have, and I’m so sorry it wasn’t you. There are nearly a dozen things she could say, but she doesn’t get the chance because Richard brushes his thumb across her lips, then leans in and whispers, “Ego te expectabo.”

			I will wait for you.

			The sob is rising in her throat when Richard grabs Gutty by the wrist and leads him away. Then she is left standing alone in the dark.

			Five seconds. Ten. Twenty. She stands there until her heart settles. Then she turns and winds her way back to the O’Flaherty camp.
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			Her husband is waiting for her inside their tent.

			Grace stops short when she sees him sprawled out on the pallet. Half drunk. Half naked.

			“Take your clothes off,” he orders.

			Rage, then.

			“No. I will not play this game tonight.”

			He sits up and balls his fists. “Do not speak to me like that.”

			“Then do not go killing men in the forest where anyone can see.”

			Reckless. Stupid. She should leave and go to her parents’ camp for the night, but when is he going to learn? When will he stop leaving his messes at her feet?

			Donal O’Flaherty is up and pacing in an instant. “That fecking little dry shite of a boy. He ran to you, didn’t he? Like some sniveling báb. Like you’re his mother. I’ll kill him. Where is he?”

			“Gutty’s gone,” she lies. “I found him packing his things. He’s already run for Galway.”

			“And you didn’t stop him?”

			She looks at her swollen belly. Lifts her arms. “How am I supposed to stop anyone?”

			Grace might see it coming otherwise, if she wasn’t looking down, if she didn’t take it for granted that the child growing in her womb would offer some kind of protection. But the hit lands hard. An open palm to the temple and she is on her face on the floor before she can draw a breath. Eyes watering. Head ringing. The world spins before her. Mouth opening and closing like a fish. But not for lack of air. It’s words she can’t find.

			She is pregnant.

			And her husband has hit her.

			The very thing Richard said would happen.

			Grace moves a hand to her belly first. Prods slightly, looking for a response. She doesn’t think that her stomach broke her fall, but she can’t remember. There were three seconds of darkness before she realized she was on the ground.

			There. Tap-tap-tap. A foot against her ribs.

			Grace folds herself onto her knees. Struggles to gain her balance as little spots float before her eyes. A candle. He’d lit a candle inside the tent. The flame dances as her vision blurs. She sees it in triplicate, imposed over her husband’s face.

			“Richard Bourke knows that you’ve killed Walter. It will be your throat next,” she says.

			“You told him!”

			“No.” Not technically, at least, she thinks. “Were you fool enough to think you’d get away with it?”

			He clenches his teeth. Growls. “O’Flaherty women know better than to speak to their men in such a way.”

			“I am no O’Flaherty. I am an O’Malley, and I will remain an O’Malley until I die.”

			There is no law of marriage in this country that requires her to take her husband’s name. So she didn’t. It was a small act of defiance when she’d been married off against her will. If she’s to live under a man’s name, she chooses her father’s.

			Grace runs a trembling hand along her boot as she struggles to her feet.

			“Best you stay down where I want you. Best you lift your skirts for me before I rip them off and bend you over.”

			“No,” she says again, and when she shakes her head, the throbbing makes her eyes water.

			But this time when Donal O’Flaherty lifts a hand to strike her, Grace puts the point of Richard’s dagger beneath his chin.

			“I said no.”

			“You cannot—”

			Grace presses the blade into her husband’s skin. Enough to draw blood, to get his attention.

			“I am done,” she tells him. “Find somewhere else to sleep.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1586

				“The Devil’s Hook”
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			Grace is fifty-six years old

			
			Bingham kills them all. Every single one of her husband’s kin. Men, mostly, but a handful of boys as well. Once a week, until the middle of September. Always after church, when he is dressed in his Sunday best. Bingham claims martial law—as though half-starved men in dungeons pose any risk at all. There are no hearings. No trials. Just a parade through Dublin and a long drop at the end of a rope. Grace looks each of them in the eye before that trapdoor falls. She tries to give them what courage she can. None cry. None beg for mercy.

			Every week she is marched into the upper yard of Dublin Castle expecting to see one of her children. But it never happens. And the longer Bingham takes to find them, the better her odds of winning this game they’re playing.

			The smells of summer and sawdust have been replaced with the faint hint of turning leaves. Speckled-wood butterflies have replaced the bird at her window. It rains most afternoons and there is a creeping chill in her cell now, an unwelcome dampness to the stone. Her lungs feel wet. She coughs at night. There is a new persistent pain in her back. There are bars on her window, but no glass. She is at the mercy of the elements.

			It is Sunday, yet again, and Grace wonders who he intends to hang today. She worries that her time has finally run out. When the knock comes at her door, she does not have the heart to look. Nor does she answer, because he will walk in regardless.

			The scrape of a key and the groan of old hinges and there he is, smiling as usual.

			“You have a visitor,” Bingham says. “I believe you know Richard Bourke?”

			Her heart should not leap the way it does. She knows better. But her body responds to that name and her eyes shift to the doorway nonetheless.

			Too many Donals. Too many Richards. Why is her life plagued by extraneous men appropriating the names of those she loves? This one is welcome, though not the man she wants to see.

			“I do not know this man as Richard Bourke,” Grace answers as she rises to her feet. She is ashamed to be found in this condition. So dirty and unkempt. She brushes the filth from her dress. Tries to smooth her hair.

			“But you do know him?” Bingham asks.

			She sighs. “Yes, though I have always called him Hook.”

			The man who stands beside Bingham is young. Not yet forty, and not nearly so handsome as his namesake. But every bit as dark with all that black Bourke hair, that wild beard. He is dressed the part of The MacWilliam too, and she knows that must hurt his pride. Hook prefers warrior’s garb.

			“Richard”—she motions to Bingham—“meet Richard.” Another sweep of her hand to Hook. “Too many fecking Richards on this fecking island.”

			“I thought they called you the Demon of Corraun?” Bingham asks.

			“They?”

			“Your enemies.”

			“You’ll have to specify which ones,” Hook answers with a disinterested drawl. “I have many.”

			Bingham is not a man familiar with smiling, and he doesn’t now. It’s more a twisting of his features. A polite grimace. “The ones that answer to me.”

			“Ah. The English, you mean? Devil. Demon. Isn’t much difference between the two. And chorráin means ‘sickle,’ is all.”

			“He was cutting barley,” Grace explains, “when his family’s lands were raided. He killed three English with a scythe.”

			“Only because a sword wasn’t handy. It would have been six otherwise.”

			“I am not interested in these vainglorious exploits,” Bingham snaps. “Another word and I’ll consider it a confession and throw you in with her.”

			Hook appears neither alarmed nor uneasy. “Well?” he asks Grace. “Are you coming? I didn’t travel all this way to chat.”

			There is a line of red along Bingham’s cheekbone that she had taken for a shaving rash. But now she sees it for the anger that it is. She also notes the papers wadded in his fist. There’s a bit of wax seal, but nothing left of the stamp to read.

			“This man has secured your release,” Bingham says, barely stopping himself from grinding his teeth.

			When Hook steps forward, he is careful to keep one big foot outside the cell so that Bingham and the guards cannot shove him inside. He holds out a hand to Grace.

			“Her Majesty agreed that you were kidnapped, not captured, and she ordered Bingham to release you forthwith,” Hook says.

			Her mouth falls open. “You don’t mean…”

			“The English queen? Yes. She understands that there is an immediate threat to your life, given these weekly hangings. That bit of confetti in Bingham’s fist is a royal warrant ordering your release. I would have gotten you sooner, but Bingham refused to have you escorted from the castle, and it took a second order from the local magistrate to let me in.”

			Hook takes hold of her wrist. Cool and calloused, his grip is iron, and he pulls her from the cell and into the short hallway. They are moving then, toward the narrow spiral staircase that descends the Bermingham Tower. Hook does not speak again until they are outside in the courtyard.

			“Do not look back,” he whispers. “The guards are gathered, waiting for any excuse.”

			“How?” she asks, her voice low enough that no passerby can hear.

			“It would seem that the Queen’s spymaster has come to your aid.” He crooks an eyebrow. “Again.”

			“You sent word to Walsingham?”

			“Surely you didn’t think we’d leave you in that tower to rot?”

			“You would risk your position as The MacWilliam? You’ve only just earned it. This is a dangerous game to play, Hook.”

			“No more dangerous than dancing on the gallows,” he tells her.

			“And how did you get to the magistrate?”

			“How do you think?”

			“Bribery?” she asks.

			“Blackmail is easier. And cheaper. Took a week for Gutty to learn that the magistrate keeps a room reserved at a brothel on Winetavern Street.”

			Grace walks faster to match Hook’s speed as they approach the castle gates. “Am I right to assume that this particular School of Venus specializes in the kind of flesh that would end the magistrate’s career?”

			“Tá. But please do not ask what kind, Gráinne. You are the only person I have time to liberate today.”

			There is a small part of Grace that wants to look over her shoulder at the tower. But no. She has been locked up in that cursed Norman fortress twice already in her life and is determined not to endure a third stay. So she keeps her eyes on the gate and the rusted portcullis that hangs above the opening. It feels like walking toward a gaping, toothy maw. They’ll be dead if anyone releases the chains and drops that spiked barrier on them.

			“I did not take you for a superstitious man,” Grace says as they pass beneath.

			Hook turns that big scowling face at her in question.

			“You’re holding your breath.”

			He lets it out in a huff. “Superstition has kept me alive this long. No point fighting it now.”

			Once they are beyond the portcullis, Grace braves a glance behind her and finds Bingham standing just inside the gate, watching them leave.

			“He followed, didn’t he?” Hook asks.

			“He’s stopped now.”

			“Bingham will try again, you know? It was foolish to go after his brother.”

			“And what would you have done if he’d your son killed?”

			Hook nods, considering. “I would have let the scythe rust before I used it to cut his throat.”

			Beyond the walls, Hook does not let go of her wrist and she does not pull away. He is tense. Waiting for an ambush. Or an arrow. Or shouts demanding that they stop. Downhill now as the ground shifts from smooth cobbles into a muddy lane that leads north. Past St. Werburgh’s Church, its stone walls proud and defiant amongst the smaller wooden structures that surround it. Hook pulls her this way and that, guiding her around the carts and cattle and merchants that crowd the lane. East on Skinner’s Row, then by Christ Church Cathedral.

			“Where are we going?” Grace asks, hoping he will say an inn, hoping a proper bath is in her future.

			“Niamh. She lies at anchor.”

			The possibility had not even occurred to her.

			“Ultan?” she asks.

			“And Gutty. And those damned twins you’re so fond of. Ugliest fecks I have ever seen in my life.”

			Small thatched houses and open gutters and the smell of river where the Liffey and Poddle converge. Fish and manure and leatherworks. It smells of city and people and sewage and Grace only now allows herself to remember the scent of open ocean and green grass. Hope comes slowly. Slower still, the realization that she is finally free.

			When they reach Winetavern Street, Hook turns north again and heads downhill toward the river. Grace scans the doorways of each building they pass, looking for the telltale signs of women lingering out front, advertising the bawdy house within.

			“Don’t even think about it,” Hook says. “Not if you want to get out of this city alive. I told you, we don’t have time. The brothels aren’t our concern.”

			Ladders and carts and cranes. The merchant district bustles and everything is for sale. Goods and people. Grace will never understand cities. Nor could she ever live in one. There, in the distance, she can finally see the Pale—that great stone wall surrounding Dublin City. Everything within is civilization, they say, and everything without is barbaric. Grace has seen the world they call civilized. Give her “barbarism” any day. Give her a life beyond the Pale. Woods and waters and endless skies.

			The road is steeper now. Rutted. Her left knee aches from the descent.

			“And how is my daughter, then?” she asks. “I assume you’re treating her well?”

			“Tá.” Hook laughs at this sudden change of subject. He smiles and the affection transforms his face. “I know well enough that you’d cut my throat if I didn’t. She’s another báb on the way. Two more months, I’d guess, based on the size of her.”

			Grace has ten grandchildren already. This will be the eleventh. She hopes her daughter is getting a girl. It is important, she thinks, that every woman make a version of herself. To pass on the part of her that a son will never understand.

			They reach the Liffey a few minutes later and he leads her toward the wooden quay, then beyond, where she recognizes two ships anchored farther out near the river’s mouth, ready and waiting.

			“You brought Saoirse?”

			“I’ve a pregnant wife to get home to. And I’d no idea where you’ll be headed after this. I sail home today.”

			Grace knows exactly where she’s going, but doesn’t tell him. Not after he’s gone to all that trouble with the Queen’s spymaster.

			Hook notes her expression. Snorts. “Nowhere good, I see.”

			“You will give her my love, though, won’t you? Margaret?”

			“She misses you,” he says. “You should visit your daughter more often so I don’t have to hear the same stories over and over. I’m tired of ‘Hen’s Castle’ and ‘The Dark Lady of Doona’ and ‘Corsairs from Algeria.’ I’ll sleep better, myself, if I never again have to hear the story of how you stole Rockfleet Castle right out from under my uncle’s nose. These are the bedtime stories she tells our son! No fairy tales for my Richard. Nooo. And did you really kidnap a child from his own doorstep?”

			“Of course not!” she argues. “I took him from the beach.”

			Hook looks at her, scandalized. “Why would you brag about such things to your own daughter?”

			“Perhaps I wanted her to consider her other paths for her life?” Grace says. “She was awfully young when you came courting.”

			“I’m starting to think I saved her from a life of debauchery,” Hook laughs.

			It smells of marsh now. Of low tide. Reed and salt. Thick mud and wet grass and the gentle rot of once-living things. She can fully inhale for the first time since July. Grace fills her lungs and tilts her face to the sky.

			“There’s Gutty,” he says.

			Hook points to a rowboat pulled to the river’s edge and the man who waits impatiently, bouncing on the balls of his feet. When Gutty sees them, he raises an arm in greeting, then pushes the boat a bit farther into the water so they can be gone the moment they’re on board.

			Grace wants to hug Gutty, but doesn’t. She is always delighted to see him alive, always surprised he hasn’t gotten himself killed this time. Though only eight years younger than Grace, he will forever be a boy to her.

			But he is not shy about grabbing her and pulling her tight.

			“Gutty. I’m pleased to see you too.” She laughs.

			“Captain.” He motions for her to get into the rowboat, then clears some emotion from his throat with a growl.

			Grace moves to a narrow bench to make room for Hook, then lets them take up the oars.

			“Thank you,” she says.

			They both shrug but say nothing more.

			There is no feeling in all the world like being on water. And once they are away from the riverbank, Grace lets herself relax. Finally. Somewhere in Dublin Castle, on top of that hill, Sir Richard Bingham is standing at a window cursing himself or God or whatever it is he actually believes in that he did not hang Grace when he had the chance. The Queen and her spymaster might have been angry to lose the carefully curated information that Grace has provided all these years, but it would have been too late.

			They are quiet as they row toward Niamh. Quiet until the small rowboat bumps up against the smooth wood strakes and a rope ladder is tossed over the edge.

			“I am glad my daughter married for love,” she tells Hook. “I am glad it was you.”

			“And I am glad you let her.”

			“You’d have done it anyway,” she laughs.

			“Tá, we’d have run off and been handfast. But it would have been Margaret’s idea. I was afraid of you even then.”

			“Then I expect that you will name the báb after me.”

			“I’ve been told it will be Saoirse, in the event of a girl,” he says.

			She is horrified. “After your ship?”

			“The ship was named for my mam, as the báb will be.”

			“And what has she done to earn such an honor?” Grace asks.

			Hook winks at her but has the sense to shift away. “Stayed put and told proper fairy stories to our children.”

			And that makes her laugh, because she is not the sort of granny to do either thing. “Be off with you, then.”

			Grace goes up the ladder and Gutty follows and once she’s over the gunwale, she watches Hook row himself back to Saoirse.

			Grace nods to the Murray twins and the taciturn bastards nod back, looking utterly bored.

			Ultan doesn’t greet her either. Doesn’t embrace her. But her first mate does look her over, head to foot, assessing for illness or injury. Seeing none, he nods. “The weather is turning,” he says. “Might take a week to get home.”

			“We aren’t going home just yet,” she tells him.

			Today, standing on the deck of Niamh in the bright sun, she realizes he is old. That she is old too. They have grown old together, on this boat. His face could be a map, for all the lines drawn there on his leathered skin. What little hair he has left is silver. Grace wonders if that is how she looks to him, if the geography of her years is as evident on her own face.

			“Where to, then, Captain?” Ultan asks.

			“To visit an old friend.”
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			Gutty, Ultan, and the Murray twins keep close to Grace as they approach the gates of Howth Castle. The regal Norman fortress sits on the other side of a fortified wall, the pale stone towers rising three stories above them. They had rowed down the River Liffey into Dublin Bay, then around Howth Head keeping an eye out for scouts but hadn’t seen any, and now Niamh is docked at the pier half a mile away with the rest of her crew on board to guard.

			“Are you sure about this?” Ultan whispers into her ear.

			He and Gutty flank her while the twins walk one in front and the other behind. Each has their hand on the hilt of a dagger, eyes searching for danger.

			“Do I stink?” she asks.

			He wrinkles his nose. “Bad enough to make an onion cry.”

			Grace laughs. “Then yes, I am sure about this. Trust me.”

			On her other side, Gutty snorts. “We did trust you. The last time. And look where that got us.”

			“It must have been terrible for you,” she says dryly, “not being locked up in Dublin Castle.”

			“That’s not fair,” Ultan says. “The boy’s been beside himself all these months.”

			“Forty-eight years old, wrinkles deep as a fecking fjord, and they still call me a boy,” Gutty grumbles.

			The castle gates are open and guards stand on either side, eyeing them warily as they approach in a defensive formation.

			“What business have ye?” the first guard asks.

			Grace offers him the bright flash of a ready smile. “I am here to see Lord Howth. Is he in residence?” When the guard simply glares at her without responding, she adds, “Sir Christopher St. Lawrence.”

			“Which one?” he asks begrudgingly.

			“The elder. Though I am quite keen on seeing the younger as well. It has been ten years.”

			The first guard looks them up and down, assessing their disreputable state. He frowns, then opens his mouth to send them away, but is elbowed by his companion.

			“You know the orders,” the other guard says.

			“Who may I ask is calling?” the first demands.

			“Tell Lord Howth that Grace O’Malley has come to make good on his promise.”

			The very fact of her name has both guards snapping straight, chins lifted, eyes sharp.

			“Please wait here,” the first tells them, then turns on his heel and nearly bolts for the wide steps that lead to the castle entrance.

			Grace leans forward and looks through the gates. “I have never seen the courtyard before. It’s bigger than I expected. I didn’t get so far the last time I was here,” she says to no one in particular, taking in the great square expanse with a gravel path and cut grass. Rosebushes line the inner walls, still boasting a flurry of blooms, all of them pink. It smells of a perfumery and she is grateful for the distraction from her own stench.

			“It’s really you?” the second guard asks.

			A smile turns the corner of her mouth. “Who else would it be?”

			“To hear them tell the story, you were some great pirate.”

			“Patched and peg-legged, no doubt,” she says with a laugh. “Probably half drunk and cursing as well?”

			The guard shakes his head. “No. Lord Howth only said that you were beautiful and terrifying and he’s never been so scared in all his life as he was the days he spent beneath your roof.”

			“Yet here I am at his doorstep, old and tired and in need of a bath.”

			The guard stands there shaking his head, trying to make sense of it all.

			Grace looks up when she hears footsteps on the gravel. The first guard is back.

			“You’re to come with me,” he orders the moment he’s within earshot. “Bring your men.”

			She follows the guard inside, the others in a line behind her once she indicates there is no danger. Up the steps and through a wide entry hall. Through a door, down a hall, and here they are in a tidy parlor. An old man sits in an upholstered chair before the fire. A blanket is thrown across his lap. Grace recognizes him even from the doorway, and she waits for Lord Howth to stand. His eyes are rheumy but it’s clear he recognizes her as well. She tries not to wince as he struggles to his feet, then shuffles across the floor with a pronounced limp.

			The old man takes her right hand and lifts it close to his face. He squints at the ring on her thumb. “You still have it?” he asks.

			“A prize possession.”

			Old Lord Howth lifts her hand to his mouth and kisses her knuckles. “Welcome,” he tells her.

			“I do apologize for my appearance. And my…ah…aroma, as it were. I was recently detained for an unfortunate length of time.”

			“No doubt it will make for an entertaining story,” he tells her. “Over dinner. Which will be served shortly.”

			Grace looks over her shoulder and flashes a triumphant grin at her men as though saying, I told you so. But to Lord Howth, she asks, “Might I make use of your bathing chamber first?”

			He laughs, and Grace thinks it sounds of thunder on a distant hill. A soft and rumbling noise, devoid of threat. “What’s mine is yours. I will send a girl in with clean trews and a shirt. That is your preferred traveling attire, if I remember correctly?”

			“That would be greatly appreciated,” she tells him.

			Before Grace can retreat to the bathing chamber, the parlor door is thrown back and a young man stands there, breathing heavy, like he just ran the full length of the castle.

			“You!” he shouts.

			Grace tries not to smile, but fails. “Hello, Christopher.”

			Blond hair curling at the ends, same as she remembers. Also there, the dark solemn eyes and ready dimples. “I thought to never see you again,” he declares.

			“My apologies for disappointing you.”

			Christopher grabs her hand. Looks for the ring. Kisses it in the same manner as his grandfather had. “On the contrary! In recent years I began to fear I’d imagined the whole adventure.”

			Gutty clears his throat. “If only.”

			His voice seems to startle both of her hosts. The elder and younger St. Lawrence look at him. Then flinch.

			“And you!” Christopher practically shouts, then turns to Ultan and the Murrays. “All of you. Not one of them have aged a day. Least of all her. Do you see it, Grandfather?”

			“It is alarming, I admit,” he says.

			“Well. Salt is a preservative,” Grace explains.

			“Let her be,” Lord Howth orders his grandson. “Until dinner at least. She wants to tidy up.”

			And so she does.

			The bath is long and hot and, as promised, Howth sends a serving girl with clean trews and a pressed linen shirt. Grace feels like a new woman when she leaves the chamber an hour later and walks with her men to the dining room.

			If Christopher still has a father, Grace is destined never to meet him. For it is only Lord Howth and his youngest heir who sit at the table. Additional places have been set, though the seat at Howth’s right is reserved.

			“For you,” Howth tells Grace.

			Christopher is eighteen, though he doesn’t look it. No doubt he’s one of those men who will take time to grow into himself. Nonetheless, he practically vibrates with energy. Once her seat has been pulled out from the table, he says, “Grandfather declared that an extra setting be placed at the table in perpetuity for any guest that should arrive unexpectedly. We think of it as your spot. In that sense you’ve dined with us every night these last ten years.”

			Of all the men she’s known, and of all the promises that have been made throughout her life, there is little reason why this one should push the tears into her eyes. And yet here she is, blinking back her gratitude.

			Still, Grace quirks an eyebrow. “In perpetuity? I see you’ve gotten him a tutor, Howth. His vocabulary has improved dramatically since the last time I saw him.”

			“An unfortunate necessity given the time he spent among your pira—uh—that is—privateers. The boy came home cursing like a Portuguese sailor.”

			“I take offense to that. My crew speaks Irish, not Portuguese. I had the great misfortune of meeting a caravel full of those sea dogs when I was young, and I do not recommend the experience. Whatever Christopher learned in my company was civilized by comparison.”

			“Is that why, to this day, he cannot speak the name Galway without preceding it by the colorful expletive ‘fecking’?”

			Her expression is the picture of innocence when she says, “Lord Howth, that is the only way to describe that particular city.”

			Hours later, after dinner and wine and whiskey and port, when Lord Howth and Christopher have walked them to the door and bid their farewells, Grace hesitates on the threshold.

			I will never see them again, she thinks.

			Has she truly reached the age when she’s begun to say her farewells? The thought makes her shudder.

			Her men are anxious. They have humored her this afternoon. She knows that they could be well on their way home by now—at least past Wicklow Head—had they set sail immediately. But she’d wanted a proper bath. And she’d wanted to know that promises had been kept. Grace is not disappointed.

			“Where to now, Captain?” Ultan asks once they’ve passed through the castle gates.

			“Home,” she tells him. “To gather the fleet. Then we head north to raise an army.”
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			Grace is ten years old

			
			They are lost. And Grace has never been happier. Donal, however, has not caught on to this bit of mischief and plods along behind her, happily fiddling with his pipes. They have been wandering the woods for an hour and the sun is finally at its zenith, enabling her to lose all sense of direction. She resists the urge to reach into the pocket of her apron and take hold of her compass. Instead, Grace moves deeper into a copse of tall, fat-trunked, bare-branched ash trees. It is the last tree in the forest to sprout leaves, and the small green nubs are only now pushing through.

			She meanders.

			A flock of whimbrels fly overhead, their staccato calls of pip-pip-pip-pip-pip echoing around them. She sees a flash of pale feathers and long black beaks and then the birds are gone.

			“You know Da is going to send me away, right?”

			Grace stops. Turns. “What?”

			“To fosterage. He’ll be shipping me off to some other clan. So I can be civilized.”

			“He wouldn’t.”

			“He has to, Gráinne. All the chieftains send their heirs away. I just don’t understand why he hasn’t done it yet. I’m fourteen. Well past time.”

			“Then I’ll be going with you,” she declares.

			Donal walks past her, laughing. It sounds like the human version of his pipes. Bright and uplifting, with a melodic rhythm as it tapers out. It always tapers out, as though he has only enough laughter for her. Five steps and it’s gone, replaced by a sigh. His shoulders drop.

			She runs after him to catch up. “How long will you be gone?”

			“Three years, I think.”

			“When?”

			He shrugs. “Don’t know. Da hasn’t said a word about it, but my mam says it’s coming soon, that I’ll be taught all kinds of things when I’m away. Sword fighting and Latin. Chess. Horse riding. She says it’s how Da will find me a wife.”

			“Do you want one?” Grace asks. “A wife, I mean.”

			“Not one that he chooses.”

			Donal is not afraid of Eóin O’Malley. Yet Grace thinks that her brother doesn’t like him much. There is a wariness to Donal on days like this, when they are pulled away from Clare Island to attend business with their father.

			“Are you sure we’re meant to go this far?” Donal asks as they tromp deeper into the woods west of Achill Sound.

			Herb Robert is in bloom, its pink flowers and fernlike leaves bright against the dark spring soil. Grace picks a sprig and sniffs the bitter scent, then tucks it behind her ear.

			“He’s in his cups now,” she says. “Him and the shepherds. He won’t look for us until sunset, and they’ll be pissed long before then.”

			“Swearing now, are we?”

			“Pissed only means ‘drunk.’ Bloody is swearing. Same as fu—”

			“Where did you hear those words?”

			“I pay attention.”

			“Well, maybe pay a little less, or Da will get after you.”

			Grace sticks her tongue out at him. “Da will be too pissed to notice.”

			Donal tips his head to the side. “Oh.”

			“What?”

			“You have to be good. All the time. Proper. So this”—he waves a hand at her to indicate the swearing—“is a safe way for you to misbehave.”

			“Why’s it only misbehaving when girls do it?”

			“Because girls are expected to be better than boys.”

			“Well.” She grins. “I expect to be better at swearing than all the boys I ever meet.”

			Donal laughs, and they move on.

			Eóin is haggling over wool prices. Bartering for ewes and lambs. Shearing season is upon them and rents will be due for the shepherds—in wool or coin—soon afterward. So their father has made his way to Kildavnet in Achill Sound to meet with the men who provide his wool.

			“G’wan, play.” Grace gives him a pointed look. “There’s no one in those woods to tell you to put your pipes away. So you can be as loud as you please, Dónal-ne-Píopa.”

			Her brother has finally earned his byname—the descriptive that will differentiate him from all the other Donals in clan O’Malley, and the rest of the country, for that matter. Grace loves that it was his beloved pipes that earned him the moniker. Donal of the Pipes. As fitting a byname as she’s ever heard.

			The sound erupts in front of her. Much like an old door swinging on rusty hinges, the pipes first give an asthmatic wheeze and then the rude grumbling of passing gas. Grace is used to this, but still she laughs. Donal’s pipes always provide an accompaniment to their wanderings—when they are lucky enough to be left unattended for an afternoon. Once a month Eóin ferries them away to one of his tower houses. Insists they take note of his business. Yet he can always be counted on to let them go exploring for an afternoon. Keep an eye on your sister is his refrain, and Donal always responds with an obedient nod. They have earned their father’s trust by never returning late.

			Donal’s hands glide over the bag and bellows of his pipes, then those nimble fingers move on to chanter, regulators, and drones. He pumps and pats and prods. Then it all comes into tune and Grace catches the hint of melody, some old Celtic ballad. He plays well enough for a few seconds but then the song is lost in a wheeze and Donal curses. They march on, small creatures scattering at the frightful noise.

			“I don’t want you to leave,” she says quietly.

			Donal doesn’t hear.

			The forest floor is carpeted with old damp leaves and mossy stones. Fallen branches. Ferns. Tufts of yellow flowers everywhere. Dandelion and daffodil, cowslip and buttercup. Yellow is the color of spring in this country. Grace picks handfuls of the flowers, sniffing, rubbing the soft petals between her fingers until they’re stained, then casting them aside as she moves on to a different plant.

			Donal finds his melody again and the pipes glide into something that resembles music. Grace hums along happily, and on they wander.

			She looks up some time later when the pipes falter, then fade to silence. Donal spins in a circle, scanning the unfamiliar woods. His eyes drift to the tree canopy and he squints. The sun is lost behind a layer of wet-looking cloud. His eyes widen, his lips part in alarm.

			“Where are we?” he asks.

			“We,” Grace says, smiling in delight, “are lost.”
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			“You did this on purpose!” Donal gapes at her.

			Gráinne pulled her hair back when they left. He should have known she had mischief on her mind. The last time she pulled her hair back, Cook chased them from the kitchens with a broom because Gráinne talked him into stealing a plate of rhubarb tartes. He glares at the lumpy braid on the back of her head as she walks by him, then steps over the knobby root of an oak tree. Lichen grows along the trunk and across the branches. Moss and liverwort poke out from cracks in the bark. And there is his sister, smirking like a mischievous woodland fairy, his own will-o’-the-wisp drawing him into the woods.

			She laughs at him.

			Keep an eye on your sister, their father had ordered.

			He’d done that well enough, hadn’t he? Didn’t let her out of sight since they left the tower house at Kildavnet.

			Carrickkildavnet, he’s heard it called. Castle Kildavnet. Doesn’t seem like a castle to him. Donal has seen real castles, stone fortresses along the cliffs of Scotland, England, and Spain. He knows the difference. His father’s homes are grand. But they are only tower houses.

			“What have you done?” he demands.

			Gráinne slides her hand into the pocket of her apron and pulls out her compass. For two years now she has carried it with her everywhere, like some lodestone. She plays with it as other girls play with their straw dollies.

			“Did you know that tampering with a compass is considered a crime?” she asks.

			He glares at her in answer.

			“Any seaman caught doing so will have his hand pinned to the mast with a dagger.”

			“Gráinne.”

			She lifts the compass to his face. “This is how you solve the mysteries of the sea.”

			“If you want to solve a mystery, help me figure out where we are.”

			Donal tucks his pipes back into the bag and drapes it over his shoulder.

			He’s reaching for the lowest branch of an ancient ash tree when she asks, “What are you doing?”

			“Climbing. If I can get high enough, maybe I can see above the canopy. Then I can find Achill Sound. Then the tower house.”

			“The tower house is that way.” She points to his left and slightly behind him. She holds up the compass. Smiles.

			“Then why bother getting us lost?”

			She shrugs. “Practice.”

			Gráinne is just a girl, and a young one at that. So he cannot fathom why he lets her order him around. Why he follows her into woods or goes along with her schemes. Donal knows plenty of girls in the village. Nitwits, mostly. They giggle when they see him. Blushing and blinking as he passes. The chieftain’s son. A ready prize. Twice he’s heard village mothers whispering with Aisling, curious about whether a match might be arranged. Is it too soon? And will Maeve have any say in the matter?

			Their da expects him to become Chief of the Name.

			His mam expects him to secure her a better station in life.

			Maeve expects him to keep his distance.

			Éamon—his mother’s husband—expects him to move them all into the tower house when he is named chieftain.

			Every sailor on every one of his father’s ships expects him to gain his sea legs and embrace his future as captain.

			But Gráinne? She wants nothing from him. She is simply content to keep his company. Listen to his pipes. And for that, she has earned his undying loyalty.

			And so he follows her back down the hill.

			The sun is lower, but it hasn’t sunk. They likely have an hour before sunset, but they’ve been wandering for much longer than that now, in nothing close to a straight line, and he has not been paying attention to their route.

			Donal catches up to his sister and peers over her shoulder. The compass lies in her palm like an egg, her index finger through the bow holding it steady. She reads the needle and lines like they are runes, her own Ogham script; then she sets off again at an angle, her pace confident. Downhill now and different muscles in his legs begin to burn. They are moving fast enough that Donal must glance at his feet to make sure of his footing.

			His trews are covered in cleavers, small green sticky burs that attached themselves during their earlier hike through the fields. It will take him hours to pick them off. And he’ll have to, or his mam will fuss at him for bringing them into the house. She hates the beastly little things. Chucks them into the fire every chance she gets, just to watch them fizz and spark.

			Donal is worried now. Time is slipping away, taking daylight with it.

			Keep an eye on your sister.

			Hard to do when he must keep an eye on his feet as well, lest he tumble down the hill. But Gráinne is as sure-footed on this croagh as she is on a ship’s deck, never tripping on root or rock.

			Soon the woods thin and he glimpses the wider fields. A glint of water—the sound, he hopes—beyond. But there is water all over on this island, and they could just as easily be running toward a lough or river as they could toward the tower house.

			Gráinne is also covered in the pesky little cleavers. Her skirt. Apron. Even her hair, though Donal won’t tell her this now. She hates combing her hair, and she’ll have a right mess of it tonight.

			“See!” she announces proudly. “Kildavnet.”

			Donal squints. As always, the horizon is blurry. Browns and greens below, blues and grays above. He sees, but never well at a distance.

			“Are you sure?”

			She takes off running. “Hurry! He’ll be out soon.”

			Out of the tower house. Done with the shepherds. Finished with the whiskey and bartering.

			Donal stretches out his long legs. All pretense at leisure is gone. The pipes bounce against his back. His breath comes faster.

			One field, then a rock fence. Gráinne scrambles over it; he leaps. Fields and fences. More than he cares to count lie between them and what he can just now make out as the tower house, the tall gray structure rising up from the ground. A mile away, maybe more.

			They’re both running now.

			Only a splinter of sun is left above the horizon, and the entirety of Achill Sound is washed in gold through the streaky clouds. The tower is closer, the rocky shoreline in view.

			Breath and pounding footsteps and the occasional mewling call of kittiwakes, now in from their winter at sea, are all that he can hear.

			Then the tower is finally before him. He presses a hand to the damp stone base to steady himself. Long breaths through his nose, air wheezing through his burning chest. Gráinne makes it to the well first. Lowers the bucket. Hauls up the cold water. She scoops it into her hands and gulps it down, water dripping off her chin. Donal lets her finish, then takes his turn.

			Sated, he finally drops to the ground, his back to the well, marveling that they beat the sun. It dips below the horizon, gone entirely, as Gráinne begins to laugh and plops down beside him.

			“You thought we wouldn’t make it,” she says.

			“We almost didn’t.”

			“Almost isn’t the same thing.”

			They sit in silence for a moment, hearts slowing, breath evening out. After a moment, Donal turns his head to look at his sister.

			“You like getting lost.” It’s not a question, but an observation. Something new he has learned about his sister today.

			She shakes her head. “I like knowing that I can always find my way home.”

			The compass has returned to her apron, and she no longer resembles the mischievous little scamp from the woods. She’s once more just an unassuming girl.

			Donal smiles at his sister, but she turns away, blinking hard.

			“Please don’t leave me,” she whispers. “He won’t let me go anywhere or do anything if you’re gone. I’ll have to sit in that tower and learn to…to…knit.”

			Gráinne spits the word out like it is the worst swear word she knows.

			The door bangs open and their father strides out, hand above his brow to shield his eyes from the sun. But the sun is gone and he drops his arm in surprise at having lost track of time. Seven shepherds stumble out after him and down the steps. They shout their thanks and their goodbyes, then disperse along the beach, some this way and some that, each with their eyes set on a distant cottage, smoke streaming from their chimneys.

			Their father doesn’t see them. That much is certain. He stands, back to the well, hands on his hips, shoulders bunched in irritation. Donal sees his head swivel as he searches the tree line.

			“What took you so long, Da?” Gráinne asks, her voice soft and gentle and deceptively innocent.

			Eóin spins on his heel and sees the children sitting cross-legged on the ground.

			“Those shepherds have hollow legs,” he grumbles. “Any of them could drink me under the table. Not that I can let them know.”

			He comes down the steps, swaying. Eóin reaches out both hands and pulls them to their feet, then stumbles back, off-balance. Laughs. He’s drunk and Donal is glad. Whiskey makes Eóin maudlin; it makes him softer. Aisling has always told Donal that the drink reveals who a man truly is. You cannot hide your true nature under its influence. Donal likes knowing that the man who made him isn’t always hard.

			“Come on, then. Let’s get ye home to your mother.”

			Maeve or Aisling. He could mean either child, either mother. Or both, perhaps. Gráinne and Donal follow him the few short steps to the dock where their vessel waits. Built right on the water, as is the O’Malley preference, Kildavnet is designed for easy access by sea.

			The short two-mast yawl is Eóin’s preferred vessel when traveling with no crew and no cargo between islands. The children follow Eóin on board and take their seats as he unties the mooring lines and drops them to the deck.

			“Shove off,” he tells Donal.

			And so Donal pushes off from the small stone dock and the boat slips into the current.

			It is fully dark when they enter the mouth of Clew Bay. A warm wind and taut sails guide them into deeper water. Their father lies down on the deck of the boat and puts his hands behind his head, looking for all the world as though he means to nap.

			He yawns so widely his jaw pops. “Get us home, Donal.”

			They are not quite in open waters, not with the blocky form of Achillbeg Island to their right. And in theory, all they have to do is sail straight across the bay to reach Clare. But the boat sits low in the water and Donal can barely tell wave from shoreline during the day. Now he feels utterly blind. He has always, happily, been the passenger on these excursions, but apparently Eóin expected him to pay attention all the while. To learn. And now he does not know what to do, with their father snoring at the bottom of the boat and his sister looking at him with those curious dark eyes.

			Gráinne moves closer, positioning herself on the bench beside him in the stern. She slides the compass from her pocket and lifts it to her face, studying it in the meager light reflected off the clouds. Then she lays it carefully in her lap and reaches out to grab the tiller, pulling it slightly to the left until the needle on her compass adjusts accordingly.

			She smiles at him and whispers, “We’ll do it together.”
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			Eóin likes being on the water with his children. He lies in the bottom of the boat, the sound of their whispers drowned out by the wind and water. When he tries to lift his head, it feels like a stone. The stars spin above him the moment he opens his eyes, so he gives up and lets his body float on this wave of inebriation. He wonders when he stopped being able to hold his liquor, when he got soft.

			Maeve has been after him for a year to send the boy to fosterage, but he’s only gone so far as to choose a family. David Bourke—The MacWilliam—has agreed to take his son whenever Eóin is ready. But he keeps finding reasons to keep Donal close—Gráinne being chief among them. She adores her brother, and Eóin knows that some piece of her will be lost without him.

			It had never occurred to him that his children might like each other, much less that they would become close. Different mothers and four years between seemed reason enough for enmity.

			“When will you send him?” Maeve asks at least once a week.

			“There’s still time” is always his answer.

			But there isn’t. Not really. Time is a lie and Eóin knows it is quickly running out.

			He’s…

			He yawns. The part of his mind intent on staying awake and getting his children home safely slips into the darkness at the sound of their happy laughter.
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			Donal leaves his sister at the tower house. He walks her up the beach, then up the steps, and waits until she has closed the door. Then he waits a bit longer until he can no longer hear her boots move across the kitchen floor. Keep an eye on your sister, Eóin often says. And Donal always will.

			Their father is still in the boat, asleep. It is moored safely to the dock, and isn’t going anywhere in the night. They tried to wake him. Shook. Poked. They would have slapped him too. But both fear him in the way that children are supposed to fear their father. Donal doesn’t want him awake if he’ll also be angry.

			“Tell your mam he’s in the boat,” he told Gráinne on their way up the beach. “He’ll wake for her.”

			Now Donal walks up the hill toward home, the sandy road a pale ribbon leading the way. He treads quietly through the village until he reaches the far end, where the last cottage sits, half carved into the hill. His mam must have been up late waiting for him—he can still see tendrils of smoke drifting from the chimney.

			Something darker than the shadows rushes toward him. Donal plants his back foot, bracing himself as a wall of dog lets out one happy bark, then pounces.

			The wolfhound knocks him backward, then nearly knocks him over. It takes all his weight and all his leverage to remain upright.

			“Ssshhh, Bran,” he says. “Ssshhh. You’ll wake the dead.”

			The dog is enormous. Entirely black. Fast. And clever, like a raven—thus the name. Bran. Other than Gráinne, this animal might be the only other creature alive that Donal loves without reservation.

			Bran licks his face. Paws at his chest. Pants in delight at the sight of him. When Donal shoves the dog away, he is reminded that his tunic and trews are covered in those awful sticky cleavers. Tomorrow. He’ll pick them off tomorrow. Even if it means he has to be up before his mam. Donal is reaching for the latch, yawning, when he hears the grunting within. Éamon. At his mother again.

			He drops his hand. Then his head. Takes a step back from the cottage.

			Bran gives him a sympathetic look, then offers a low growl. Donal silences him with a pat to his bearded muzzle.

			There is little moonlight. An occasional burst as the clouds drift away. Not much to work by. But still, he wanders off until he can no longer hear Éamon rutting; then he settles to the ground, his back to the cottage, eyes on the tower house below. Some minutes pass before a small dark figure emerges holding a lantern. He follows that dot of yellow light down the tower steps, onto the beach, across the dock. Then, in a minute—maybe five, he can’t tell—two dark figures walk back to the tower house together.

			Donal sits in the dirt, picking cleavers off his clothes.
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			Grace is thirty-five years old

			
			Her brother has come and gone in the night. Just as she requested. Grace and one of the Murrays—he covered in another man’s blood—went out to greet Donal and the other twin as they rowed ashore. Still seasick, Finn sways where he stands, and if it weren’t so dark, she’d think his skin as green as his eyes.

			It took Grace years to tell the brothers apart. In the end, it came down to syllables: one is freer with them than the other. So she has split their shared name in half and calls the more taciturn brother Finn and the other Murray.

			Now the three of them watch Niamh slip safely back into Bunowen Bay.

			The twins are quiet. It is a hard thing that Grace has done and time will tell whether she has saved lives or cost them. She stands at the edge of the water, the gentle waves licking the toes of her boots, and reaches out for that old familiar Sense. But Manannán is quiet tonight. She feels no dread, no peace. The sea god offers only enough darkness to mask the fear in her eyes.

			A gentle breeze washes over her, heavy with the scent of honeysuckle and sweetbriar. The vines grow in creeping masses along the pasture fence, blooming all summer. She can be grateful for the season, at least. This task would be harder in the snow.

			Murray—the bloody twin—turns to her and breaks the silence. “Are you sure that was wise?”

			“If the messenger spoke truth, then yes,” Grace tells him.

			“What has that to do with this?”

			Grace watches the white tip of Niamh’s mainsail slip around the edge of Bunowen’s half-moon bay and disappear out of sight. When she turns back to the twins, her jaw is set.

			“Our problems are one and the same tonight.” She squints up at the hulking stone tower house. The windows are dark, all is quiet. It would seem abandoned, if not for the torches burning on either side of the main door. “He’s awake?” she asks.

			Murray nods. “Tá. Though none too happy about it.”

			“I need to speak with him.”

			The twins stand together, shoulders grazing. They’ve not exchanged a word in the half hour they’ve been reunited, but have drifted closer. This barest of touches seems to be all the proof they need that the other is well. She’d dispatched Finn to fetch her brother while Murray tended the messenger who had spoken all of three sentences before passing out from his wounds.

			Grace lifts the hem of her damp skirt and marches up the beach, careful to sidestep a prickly clump of sea holly. “Let’s go see what he can tell us.”

			Murray takes a torch from its place while Finn holds the heavy door open for her. All is quiet in the Great Hall as they pass through the cavernous room and descend the spiral stairs on the other side, first by the kitchen where Cook and her serving girls sleep beside the banked fire. Then into the cellar, a full floor belowground. The ceiling is low and the walls damp. It smells of straw and apples and salt pork. Of last autumn’s cabbage and this spring’s onions. They navigate a narrow channel between barrels of whiskey and wine until they come to another door guarded by one of her men. He keeps watch by candlelight and jumps to his feet as they approach.

			The cell door is closed but not locked. Though guarded, the messenger isn’t a prisoner here. But he is injured and bearing news that might get them all killed if Grace cannot put her plan into action first.

			Murray sets the torch in a bracket beside the cell door, then pulls it open. The guard moves aside but says nothing as they duck their heads and crowd into the small dungeon.

			A man rolls over in the hay and squints. He seems startled by the light. And by the sight of them.

			“I amn’t dead, then?” he asks. “I dreamed I was dead.”

			Grace laughs. “No. Not yet, at any rate.” She nods at his bloody thigh. “Though Murray tells me you made a good attempt, riding hard for six hours with that wound.”

			The messenger sets a hand to the bandage wrapped around his leg. He probes lightly with one finger and a dark pool of fresh blood blooms against the linen.

			She glares at Murray. “Haven’t you seen to that?”

			“Got twelve stitches into him, didn’t I? But the bastard won’t stop moving. Keeps trying to leave,” he says.

			Every inch of the messenger is built like an O’Flaherty. Quick and wiry. Pugnacious. Punchy. “I’ve a wife!” he argues. “And two bábs.”

			“And I’ve a cock and two balls. What’s that to do with anything?” Murray snaps. “The Bean an Tí needs a word, and you’ll not go anywhere until you’ve given it.”

			The twins are like two sides of a pence. One a taciturn face, the other a brash cross and shield. One stoic, the other reactive. Grace has learned over the years that she can put them to separate uses. Flip the coin and get a different man. She needs Finn now, so she sets a hand on Murray’s bloody forearm to quiet him.

			The messenger sees the casual touch and his eyes tighten with disgust. “Last I heard, you called her Taoiseach,” he spits.

			“What my men call me is none of your concern,” Grace says.

			“Your men? They belong to O’Flaherty.”

			There, the opening she needs.

			“Have you changed your story, then?” she asks. “Do you mean to tell me that my husband is not dead? If that’s the case, then say as much now, so I can be quick about cutting your throat. I have made choices in the hours you’ve slept that will endanger the lives of everyone in this castle. And I did so because of the message you brought. Was it the truth?”

			The messenger scoots back on his straw pallet and appraises her carefully, his eyes drifting over her clean dress and wild hair. The soft face and hard words. The twins haven’t moved, but his gaze shifts over them as well, calculating the risk. Three on one, and him wounded. His expression tells Grace that he has decided she is a very different woman than the one described to him: just a chieftain’s wife, some girl banished to the wilds of Bunowen to breed children and be kept out of the way.

			When he speaks again, it is with great care. “Tá. Donal O’Flaherty is dead. I telt the truth. Saw Seán Joyce run him through with my own eyes. Got him at the shoulder, then took his head when he fell.”

			It has been nineteen years since Grace was married off against her will. Eleven since she held a knife to her husband’s throat in Moycullen. Ten since she requested—and was denied—a divorce. Three since she set eyes on the man himself. His actions in Moycullen—and fears of retribution—reduced him to chieftain in name only. It is Grace who has led his people. O’Flaherty has been in hiding, or off fighting, ever since. So this is no sad news. Yet there is a kind of numbness that washes over her. A finality she finds unsettling.

			Grace lowers herself to a stool beside the hay when the relief hits. She cares not whether the messenger interprets it as grief. He’ll be gone in the morning and she will have him removed from the O’Flaherty fian after that. She will do the same with every man who stayed loyal to her husband.

			“Tell me what happened,” she says.

			The messenger sinks back into the straw. Winces. He lays his head against the wall and blinks at the damp ceiling.

			“The Joyces came for Cock’s Castle three days ago. Was an ambush, wasn’t it? They never come at you straight on, those fecking Joyces. Forty men in the night. They thought to take us in a rush and they would have, if not for your husband. He fought like a banshee until morning. Killed more of ’em than the rest of us by half. Was only fifteen Joyces left when he fell, and more’n twenty of us. I was sent with the news when they fled.”

			Grace looks to the twins. Still as stone and quiet as death, they return her gaze. “And those twenty? Do they remain?”

			“Tá. Though not for long. The Joyces will return in greater numbers than before.” The messenger looks at his lap and frowns. “Seán Joyce took your husband’s head with him. Can’t fathom why.”

			“So I cannot prove that he is dead,” Grace says, then lets the air out of her lungs in a long exhale. Even in death, O’Flaherty has thwarted her.
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			Finn loves Gráinne most when she is silent, when her dark eyes narrow and stubbornness tightens her mouth. He can see her mind work then, can see the savagery in her that most people don’t recognize. Yes, she is pretty to look at. Well-bred and beautiful. But neither face nor form earned the loyalty of her husband’s men all these years. It is her shrewdness, and ability to make hard choices when others won’t.

			Gráinne is a dangerous woman. He first noticed this quality in their new Bean an Tí when she arrived at Bunowen almost twenty years ago. He and Murray were ordered to escort her to the beach that second day, but she’d put a knife to the steward’s throat and made it clear that she was not to be babysat. Finn is not a man given to laughter, but that made him chuckle. She never saw him on the stairs, of course, never knew that he’d witnessed the act. Gráinne has grown only more dangerous—and therefore more interesting—in the years since.

			His brother is covered in blood tonight. It is dried beneath his fingernails and on his shirt. Smeared across arms, nose, and cheek. Murray must have wrestled the messenger down to sew those stitches. Must have followed Gráinne’s orders not to leave the man—not even long enough to wash.

			“What time is it?” Gráinne asks.

			“Midpoint of the night,” Finn tells her. “Hours until dawn.”

			“We have time, then.”

			“For what?”

			“To gather reinforcements.” She stands again and looks down at the messenger. “Have you eaten?”

			“A bit of bread.” He nods at Murray. “And the soup he left for me.”

			“Was it cold?”

			“Hot. Cold. Tastes the same when you’re hungry and just spent twelve hours dreaming you were dead.”

			“I will send breakfast and clean dressings in the morning. You’re free to leave then.”

			“Why not now?” he demands.

			“Because you can’t walk home. And rousing the stable master will ensure that you do wake up dead.”

			Gráinne moves to the door and Murray opens it with a bloody hand. They follow her out. Finn shifts between her and the flickering torch so the flames don’t bend and lick the wild tendrils of her hair. This earns a warning glance from Murray before he reaches back to pull the cell door shut.

			“Make sure he gets food and clean dressings in the morning,” she tells the guard, then lowers her voice to a whisper. “But wait until well after sunrise. We need as much of a head start as we can get before the rest of the castle learns that my husband is dead.”

			The guard nods his assent and Gráinne pulls at the chain connected to her leather belt until a compass slides out of her skirt pocket. She has carried it on her person every day that Finn has known her and she consults it not just at sea, but at times like this, when there are decisions to be made. He thinks she is looking, always, for true north. She holds the compass in her palm and stares at the still needle for a few seconds before snapping the lid closed and stowing it in her pocket once more.

			“Gráinne?” Finn asks. “Where are we going?”

			She holds a finger to her lips as she leads them through the cellar, up the stairs, and by the kitchen. Up and around they go, then back through the Great Hall and out the front door.

			Only once they are beneath the stars again, night breeze on their cheeks, does she speak. “We’re going to ensure that The Joyce cannot take Cock’s Castle.”

			“I would have thought the new O’Flaherty would stake his claim on it now that your husband is dead,” Murray says.

			“I will go to my grave before I call Murrough The O’Flaherty of this clan.”

			Finn clears his throat. “He’s been named so by the English queen.”

			“And what right did she have to do that?” Gráinne demands. “She defied Brehon Law with her order. And while my husband’s father was still alive! Elizabeth stole the title and gave it to a minor chieftain, a man no one in this clan voted for. And for what? To spare her treasury and quell a local rebellion? No. I reject that she has any authority to do so.”

			“Because it removed your son from the line of succession?” he asks.

			“Because it is wrong! Ireland is its own kingdom. We have our own laws. And I have sacrificed nineteen years of my life—nineteen years!—to ensure that Young Eóin is made chieftain, a thing that our laws entitle him to. Are you going to tell me those years were spent in vain?”

			A smile twitches at the left corner of Finn’s mouth. “I have learned not to tell you anything, Taoiseach.”

			This earns him another uneasy glance from his brother.

			“And what does any of that have to do with Cock’s Castle?” Murray asks.

			“I’ll not let the Joyces have it. Nor will I let Murrough take anything else from this family. If we do not defend the castle now, we will lose it forever—along with control of the trade route into Connemara and the taxes we collect as a result.”

			“It will take two hundred men to defend that island!” his brother argues.

			Gráinne shakes her head. “We have the twenty who remain there, plus another fifty at the garrison. Which is why you will leave now to collect them.” When Murray doesn’t immediately turn on his heel, she adds, “Or shall I send Finn for the second night in a row?”

			“Gráinne,” Murray says with a curt nod, then bounds down the stairs.

			Between moon and stars there is just enough light to make out the soft lift of her cheekbones and the full curve of her mouth. The flash of white teeth. Her dark eyes are still hidden in shadow, however, as are her thoughts.

			“You did not love your husband,” Finn says.

			Gráinne frowns.

			“If that’s a secret, it was poorly kept.”

			“ ’Tis no secret. But what does it matter?”

			“Why avenge him if you did not love him?” he asks.

			“ ’Tis not the man we avenge, Finn. Our enemies must fear the O’Flaherty name. If we do not defend that castle, they will take it from us. Then they will know that we are weak and they will take more. Our very lives will be forfeit by the end.”

			“And what of your children? Why put their lives at risk?”

			“They are at risk already. The Joyce has just killed their father. And Murrough will eliminate every rightful heir in his quest to keep the title they were born to have. My children are safe enough for tonight. What we do next will ensure that they remain so.”

			Finn pushes at his cheek, tongue bulging against the thick muscle above his jaw. He nods but does not speak.

			“Say it,” Gráinne tells him. “Whatever ’tis you’re thinking.”

			“You mean to fight.”

			“Tá.”

			“Have you ever fought before? With a blade, I mean.”

			“There is much you do not know about me, Finn.”

			“That isn’t an answer.”

			Her voice is cold when she says, “Do you question my ability to lead those men?”

			“I only question their ability to follow. I can’t think of a time any of them have seen a woman with a sword in her hands.”

			“ ’Tis a good thing, then, that I won’t be holding one.”

			Open. Closed. His mouth works like a bellows while his brain stumbles over what to say. Everything that occurs to him will no doubt insult her.

			Gráinne laughs and sets a hand on his shoulder. The touch moves through him with a frisson and he can feel the warmth of her fingers for several long seconds after she pulls them away.

			“Help me get my army on that boat and leave the rest to me.”

			Again his thoughts betray him, his tongue worrying the side of his cheek. Her eyes fall to the movement and she sighs.

			“What now?”

			“ ’Tis just the O’Flaherty name.”

			“What of it?”

			“You don’t claim it. Never have.”

			“I never agreed to take it. But my sons are O’Flahertys. As will their sons be after them. So the name does mean something to me.” She looks out at the dark unsettled waters of Bunowen Bay. “Do you know what is engraved upon the seawall along the quay in Galway?”

			He shakes his head.

			“ ‘From the ferocious O’Flahertys, Good Lord deliver us.’ It was carved in Latin long before I was born. My father showed it to me the first time I ever set foot in that fecking city. Can you guess who engraved those words?”

			“A Joyce?”

			“Tá. So I’ve been told. Is perhaps time they remember why.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Grace stands on the battlements of Cock’s Castle sixteen hours later as the pink shawl of dusk settles over the still waters of Lough Corrib. All is calm and quiet on the small half-acre island as she watches the western shore for any sign of movement.

			“They’ll come from the north. From Maum,” Finn says. “Down the River Cong.”

			“Perhaps. But they’ll have their scouts out now. And the western shore is only half a mile away, whereas the north is three times that. There—” She points to a copse of ash trees, their thick knobby roots sipping directly from the cool water. “That’s where I’d put lookouts. They’ll know we’re here, will have reported our movements to The Joyce by now.”

			Finn leans against the battlement, hairy forearms pressed against the worn stone. He scowls at the tree line as though it is a mortal threat that he alone can vanquish. Below them on the grass, a dozen soldiers mill about, tending the four campfires spread across the small sloping lawn and gutting the fish they’ve caught for dinner. Pots dangle over the glowing coals, their contents simmering. There are an additional four braziers lit on each corner of the tower. There is little more that Grace can do to announce their presence on the island. Anyone with eyes will know it is full of O’Flahertys tonight.

			With nothing to do but wait, they settle into a companionable silence. Some time later, when the light is fully gone, Finn’s gravelly voice startles her. “Do you think he swam?”

			Grace looks at him but can find no meaning in the shadows that stretch across his ill-fitting face.

			“The messenger, I mean,” he says.

			“Well, I don’t think he flew to Bunowen.”

			“I mean, how did he get to shore after being injured? He didn’t ride a horse across the lough. And why send an injured man with word of your husband’s death when there were twenty others without a scratch on them?”

			“Why does it matter?” she asks.

			Finn worries his cheek again. Poking it with his tongue and scowling. It makes his face even less attractive than usual. “Seems odd, is all.”

			“Be glad he made it,” she tells him. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have gotten here in time.”

			This small finger of lake, an oblong offshoot in the northwest corner of Corrib proper, controls the approach to Maum. There is no other inland shipping route from Galway to Connemara. Whoever maintains this castle can tax every ship that passes. Every fishing vessel, galley, and rowboat that drifts under the watchful eye of this tower pays a fee that goes directly to her husband’s coffers. To hers now, in fact. Its importance is such that it has been contested for three hundred years. Her husband is not the first man to die defending it, nor will he be the last. Though Grace is determined not to lose any of hers tonight.

			The island and its castle were originally known as Castlekirk, until her ill-tempered rooster of a husband took it many years ago. Now it is Cock’s Castle, though the island it rests upon is still referred to by its original name. It is only half an acre in size and the shoreline is steep and rocky, surrounded by deep waters. There is but a single pier that is currently occupied by the Scian Catha. Her husband’s ship is a brooding silhouette against the inky sky. While she maintains the position, no other boat can dock on this island. The Joyce soldiers will have to come as close to the rocks as they dare and disembark one by one, in line of sight for her archers.

			The remaining O’Flaherty men had not denied her access to the island when they saw she came with food and reinforcements. But then she assumed command of the fortress, backed by men loyal to her, and those who resisted were escorted to the rocks and told to reconsider. Stay and fight for her, or swim to shore and survive a journey home through Joyce territory. All had chosen loyalty to their clan. It does not mean that they are pleased, however. Wary glances follow her every move. Murmurs echo her every command. She ignores them all. This will work or it won’t, but either way she will have proved her point. The Bean an Tí is not a woman to lie down and accept defeat. She’d done that often enough in her marriage bed. But those days are long over.

			Now she waits.

			“When will they come?” Finn asks.

			“They mean to take us in our sleep.”

			He turns his ugly face to the dark sky. Inspects the vast cloudless expanse, then nods. “A good night for it. Will rain afore long.”

			She almost smiles. “Rain?”

			“Tá. The air smells of loam.”

			“All I smell is moss and fish and shite,” she says.

			But that isn’t true. There is another smell that has grown stronger throughout the day: the wet scent of petrichor. She can feel it, a tingling, as if someone creeps along out of sight.

			“You are right that I did not love my husband,” she tells him. “But that does not mean I ignored him. I listened to all he told me of this castle and our enemies and the battles he fought. And I met The Joyce myself, once, in Moycullen.”

			“He is dead now,” Finn says. “His son has the title.”

			“Tá. And that is good for us.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the old Joyce would remember me. But his son will not,” she says, then turns away from the battlements.

			“Wait,” Finn calls after her as she ducks into the stairwell. “Where are you going?”

			“To see how well these men can follow instructions.”

			Finn follows her down three flights of stairs, muttering under his breath all the while, as she marches out the front door, down the steps, and onto the lawn.

			“I want these fires built high enough to withstand the rain,” she orders.

			The O’Flaherty soldiers look at her, startled, then look skyward. They laugh. Shake their heads.

			“And I want peat stacked on the lawn—enough to keep them bright and hot through the night. You’ll cover it with oiled pelts, so it stays dry. We need the approach to the castle illuminated.”

			The man they call Pig seems particularly incensed at the order. “Might as well paint us red,” he says. “Draw ’em right to us.”

			“Yes,” she explains. “That is exactly what I intend.”

			“Leathcheann soith,” he curses, then spits directly at her feet.

			Finn is a dark blur at her side, his dagger at the man’s throat before she can stop him. Not that she means to. Finn won’t kill without her permission. Not unless Pig moves to hurt her. But she has their attention, which is what she wants.

			“How else do you expect to see those men in the storm?”

			“What fecking storm!” Pig shouts.

			Grace ignores him. “They’re coming and we know it, so why be blind? Can you tell an O’Flaherty from a Joyce in the dark?”

			He glares at her.

			“I didn’t think so. Now build the fecking fires.”
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			The rain begins just after midnight. And the first small boat approaches the island half an hour after that. It’s a currach, holding eight men at oars with another manning the tiller. Ten more currachs approach behind it, each heavily laden with soldiers. They sit low and dark on the water, hunched forms trying to stay hidden. Grace cannot hear the slap of oars, nor can she make out a single face, but occasionally, when the lightning forks overhead, she sees the glint of sword and shield.

			“Scian Catha is our biggest weakness,” she tells Finn. “If she’s burned, we’re stranded. If we have to swim for shore, they can pick us off one by one. And if it turns to siege, our provisions will only last a fortnight.”

			“She’s guarded,” he says, answering only her first concern.

			“Not by much. I could only spare four archers.”

			“We have more on the ramparts. She’ll be fine. They want the castle, not the boat.”

			Murray nods in agreement and a wet clump of hair falls into his eyes. He shoves it away with the back of his hand. “Three minutes,” he says, “before they make landfall.”

			Though the rain comes down hard and heavy on top of them, it’s as warm as rain can be, with little wind. Again she is grateful it is July and not December, and rain instead of snow.

			Grace plaited her hair hours ago and, though drenched, it doesn’t bother her. She watches the small boat creep closer. She counts her own inhales, exhales.

			“There,” Finn says. “The first one is at the rocks.”

			The currach comes in along the northern edge, and as soon as it nudges the steep rocky slope, a man leaps from the bow, rope in hand. He scrambles low and fast over a series of waist-high boulders into a knobby thatch of trees and ties off the boat. One by one, the others leap after him, careful not to tip the currach. Twenty seconds and it’s done.

			“Ease back,” Grace says, and the three of them step away from the stone rail until they stand beneath the eaves of the roof, spines pressed to the cold limestone tower. A trickle of water slides down her neck and into her shirt, dripping over the knobs of her spine to the cleft of her buttocks. Grace shudders at the sensation but doesn’t leave her position. Instead, she lifts a hand and runs her finger through the gnarled gap in the eaves where lead flashing has been hacked away. Similar gaps run the length of the entire roofline.

			Finn catches her eye and shrugs.

			“Archers ready,” she orders, loud enough to be heard by those on the battlement but not on the ground.

			Ten soldiers move forward in a crouch and kneel before the defensive slits in the wall. They nock their arrows as gracefully as setting a bow to strings.

			The other currachs land near the first in quick succession and their men disembark, but none of them rush the castle. Instead, they spread outward in a fan along the rocky edge.

			“They’ve brought a beam,” Finn says as several men lift a long heavy battering ram from an empty boat that has been drawn behind the last.

			“We’ll be letting them close enough to use it,” she says. “ ’Tis the only way for this to work.”

			He grunts.

			Seán Joyce creeps across the flat expanse of land leading his men. His sword drawn and lifted; his scowling face turned up toward the tower. Even from here, she can see the greed in his eyes.

			“Wait for my signal,” she instructs the archers.

			By her count, there are ninety-nine Joyces to her seventy O’Flahertys. So this first volley must level the playing field or she will have no chance at all. It takes eight of Joyce’s men to carry the battering ram across the lawn, and they halt before the broad stone steps that rise ten feet toward the castle door.

			Grace watches The Joyce lift an arm. His men stop and take defensive postures, shields ready, waiting for his command. The rain does not cease, but it seems to Grace that all grows still, that time slows even as her heartbeat stutters rapidly in her chest. She fills her lungs in a long draw as Seán drops his thick arm.

			“Ó Flaithbheartaigh Abú!” she cries.

			O’Flaherty to victory!

			The call is as old as the clan, uttered by every Chief of the Name. But it has never been shouted by a woman. Even though her voice carries across the battlements and does not waver, she can see the surprise ripple through her archers. Even the twins jerk their heads in her direction, wide-eyed.

			Then the Joyces are upon them, and the first booming crash of the ram hits the door, shuddering through the castle. Everything happens at once.

			Out on the lawn, the oiled skins are thrown back and Pig—along with the other three hidden men—races toward the campfires with swords in one hand and iron hooks in the other.

			Her archers let loose the first volley into the crowd of men below, their arrows driving home before the strings have finished twanging.

			As they are nocking another round of arrows, ten soldiers step to the battlements beside them and heave bucket-sized rocks over the edge. The sound of cracking bone is not so different from that of breaking rock.

			And the O’Flaherty men stationed at each corner of the battlements move forward in teams to lift the gurgling cookpots from their hooks above the braziers.

			Hot molten lead, stripped from the eaves of the castle, is their best and most brutal defense. Her men are careful as they carry it by tongs to the ramparts.

			Grace kneels and draws a dagger from each boot. “On the next swing, throw it out to catch the men beyond the steps,” she shouts.

			The soldiers grimace as they draw the first iron pot backward, then heave again so the smelted lead flies out in a lethal golden arc. The air is filled with the angry hiss of cooling lead as it scatters apart in the air, falling hot and ruthless onto the men below. The scent of burning flesh and hair rises on the next gust of wind, along with shouts of torment.

			One after the other all four pots go into the wind, claiming the eyes and ears and hands of dozens below.

			The sound of their screaming is the sign for her men on the lawn. They run with their own iron pots toward the waiting currachs along the shoreline. Each pot holds enough lead to set two boats alight. The damp wood is no match for the liquid fire, and all along the rocks Joyce boats go up in flames. Only four remain when they are done, and her men cut the ropes that anchor them to shore.

			Confusion now from the invaders as they turn to watch their escape route either burn or drift away.

			Boom! BOOM! the battering ram sounds, and then the cracking splinter of wood.

			The archers on Scian Catha join the men who’ve torched the boats in a line along the shore, firing at the rear flank as the wounded Joyce men stumble away from the castle walls.

			“Fire at will!” she orders those at the arrow slits, then she turns and runs for the stairs.

			“Where are you going this time?” Finn demands, stumbling after her.

			“To meet The Joyce.”

			Grace is through the door and down seven steps before the twins make it to the entrance, shouting and cursing as they run after her.

			She ignores them. Knives in hand, she speeds toward the Great Hall, where the rest of the men are gathered. Forty soldiers are crowded around the door, swords drawn, breathing heavy, waiting for the inevitable.

			“Gráinne,” Finn gasps, breathless, as he slides to a stop at her side.

			He reaches out to pull her back to safety, but she steps away from him.

			“How many? Between the archers and the lead? How many did we get?” she asks.

			“At least thirty of them down so far,” Finn tells her. “Whether dead or alive, I can’t say.”

			She nods, then turns to those manning the door. “Remove the crossbar.”

			“They’ll break the door!”

			“Not if we open it first,” she tells them.

			“Stupid woman!” someone shouts. “You intend to kill us!”

			“I intend to end this. And quickly.”

			Grace had thought battle would be different. That she would be afraid. That the O’Flahertys would fight her before they fought their enemy. But she sees now that it is only a matter of taking responsibility—and aim.

			“Have they drawn the ram back for the next swing?” she asks the soldier at the narrow window near the door.

			He shakes his head.

			“Tell me when they do.”

			The table and benches have been pushed against the wall, away from the door where the men had tried to pile them earlier, attempting to barricade themselves inside. They all stare at her now, puzzled or angry or curious.

			“Lift the bar,” she tells the men who flank the door. “Be ready to pull it open.”

			One gnaws his bottom lip with a mouth full of crooked teeth while the other spits insults at her.

			“They’re drawing back!” the lookout warns.

			“Open it! And fall on them the second they are through.”

			The door is ten feet tall and six inches thick. Solid oak that has aged to a weight near stone. But it swings inward, even as the grunting, heaving men on the other side throw all their strength behind the battering ram. The iron tip catches the open edge of the door and sends it backward with a crash. But the invaders had not wagered on their obstacle being removed, and they stumble forward en masse, thrown off-balance by the sudden lack of resistance, and the ram hits the stone floor with a deafening thump. It slides forward, several of them howling beneath it. Quick work by her soldiers ensures that the eight men wielding the ram are dead before they can draw their swords.

			For all her comfort with blood, Grace winces at the sight of those open throats, at the claret pools spreading across the stone floor. It is an effort not to step back as it creeps toward her feet. In the time it takes her to draw one deep breath and steel herself, the O’Flahertys lunge forward and down the castle steps, baying for blood. They force the attackers back onto the lawn, in sight of her archers. It will be harder, now, for them to tell friend from foe, but that is not anything she can concern herself with. Most of these men have been fighting since before she was born.

			Grace remains where she is, standing in the middle of the Great Hall, flanked by the Murrays.

			“What are you doing?” Finn demands.

			“Waiting.”

			Finn’s voice growls and catches in his throat like he’s choking on the two scant words he finally produces. “For who?”

			“The Joyce.”
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			The battle spreads across the lawn as O’Flaherty soldiers clash against the Joyces. Metal on metal. Grunting. Screaming. Blood and rain and cursing. The frantic bedlam of fighting men lost to the lust of combat. Murray was eleven years old the first time he experienced the madness of battle. It scared him then because he didn’t know how to protect his brother, and it scares him now because he knows that his brother will put Gráinne before himself. Murray knows that he cannot save them both.

			He watches Gráinne fold her hands behind her back casually, hiding the knives. She sets her feet. Lifts her chin. That, he thinks, is good at least. She doesn’t intend to let them do all the work.

			Amidst the chaos, Seán Joyce weaves his way up the castle steps, hacking and pushing when needed but never slowing until he reaches the entrance. He steps over the battering ram and the bodies of his fallen men without a glance, his full attention on the torchlit chamber. His gaze catches on Gráinne briefly before continuing in his assessment of the Great Hall. Unlike his father, Joyce is of middling height—though no less shrewd. Dark brows sit above deep-set eyes. His mouth is a firm, thin line. His nose recently broken.

			“Gráinne,” Murray warns. “Go back to the battlements. Let us deal with him.”

			She ignores him.

			Why the flaming feck does she always ignore him? Why have they found the one woman in Ireland incapable of doing as she’s told? He wants to think that he would hate her if she wasn’t the woman his brother loves. But that isn’t true. Murray loves Gráinne in a different way. He has pledged his life in her service, after all.

			“This must be your first time inside my castle,” she tells The Joyce. “Take a good look, for it will be your last.”

			Seán turns his gaze back to her. “Who are you?”

			“Gráinne Ní Mháille. Wife of the man you killed. Mother of the rightful O’Flaherty. Bean an Tí of this tower. I did not give you permission to enter. And you are not welcome.”

			He looks her up and down. “You? His wife?”

			“Not anymore. Was you who relieved me of that burden, wasn’t it? Though I won’t be thanking you for the trouble it’s brought me. Now take your men and leave my island.”

			His eyes narrow when he glances first to Murray, then to Finn. If Gráinne weren’t standing between them, Murray is certain The Joyce would think he was seeing double.

			“My father told me about you,” he tells Gráinne. “Said the wife of Donal O’Flaherty was a fine cailín. But he failed to mention you were as ruthless as your husband. I had not anticipated the melted lead.”

			“A failure of imagination.”

			“Only a setback.”

			“I liked your father, Seán. He was kind to me. So I will make a deal with you.”

			He takes a step forward. “I do not make deals with fecking O’Flahertys.”

			“Then ’tis a good thing I am not one of them.”

			His eyes narrow. “You’re mother to plenty.”

			“Take your men—however many are still alive—and go. Accept the loss. That is my deal.”

			“Doesn’t seem like much of one.”

			“The alternative is I take your life,” she says.

			Seán Joyce is bright enough to have laid siege to this castle and taken the head of Donal O’Flaherty. Brave enough, even, to launch another attack. But he is also fool enough to laugh at Gráinne. And when he does, she relaxes her arms, lets her hands hang at her sides. Murray has seen this stance before. So has Finn. They know what it means and they shift away from her.

			The Joyce is distracted by their movement and he looks away from the Bean an Tí.

			Fool of a man.

			Gráinne draws back her right arm and throws the dagger in one smooth motion. The blade catches a glimmer of torchlight as it hurtles end over end. Before Joyce can flinch, the blade lodges right below the shoulder of his sword arm. It sinks to the hilt with a wet thump and his sword clatters to the stone floor. He looks at Gráinne with a stupid kind of alarm. Stumbles back a step as a delayed grunt of pain escapes his chest, a labored echo of his previous laugh.

			“Take your men and go.” Gráinne raises the blade in her left hand—her better hand. “Or the next one hits your eye.”

			Seán Joyce lifts his shield even as he shakes his head. Not in refusal, but surprise. Blood flows freely down his other arm, dripping from his fingers. Splattering to the floor.

			“I did you a favor by killing the fecker,” he spits.

			“Tá. You did. Is the only reason I didn’t kill you on the first throw. I have already grown weary of your face. G’wan, leave before I grow weary of your voice as well.”

			Swords still clash out on the lawn. Men scream and shout and curse. But now Joyce laughs again, with real humor. “We could make a different kind of arrangement. We would be formidable together.”

			“Oh for feck’s sake,” Finn hisses.

			“You would kill my husband, then propose marriage?” Gráinne asks in disbelief.

			“Such arrangements are not uncommon.”

			“Only when the women have no other options. I have plenty. And you are still married.”

			He attempts a shrug, but winces instead. “Wives are replaceable.”

			“Not this one,” she says.

			Gráinne could easily take his eye with the throw, but for some reason she allows Seán Joyce to live. So her blade only clips his left ear. Enough to leave a permanent nick.

			“You fecker,” Finn curses. “You come here to kill us and—failing that—to suggest marriage to our Taoiseach.”

			That gets Seán Joyce’s attention. Their leader. Their chief. Not just a woman or a widow or a pawn.

			The Joyce’s mouth falls open.

			Gráinne holds her hand out, palm up toward Murray, but she doesn’t look at him. And he doesn’t take an eye off The Joyce while he pulls the dagger from the scabbard at his side and sets it in her hand. She prepares to throw again.

			Seán Joyce keeps careful watch on the three of them as he backs away, careful not to trip over the ram or his fallen men, wary not to slip in their blood. He continues backing up, all the way down the steps. His men notice his retreat and maneuver toward him, forming a half circle of protection.

			The Joyce sets his shield at his feet and pulls Gráinne’s dagger from the soft flesh of his shoulder. It slides out with a wet whoosh, the blood running freely from the wound. He lobs the blade up the steps so it lands at her feet.

			“In case you change your mind about my offer,” he says. Then his voice rings out above the battle. One word, shouted in desperation. “Retreat!”

			As The Joyce and his men run toward the rocky shoreline and throw themselves into the cold water, Murray hoists his sword into the air and shouts, “Hen’s Castle!”

			“Hen’s Castle!” Finn shouts in response.

			“Hen’s Castle!” the others join in.

			“Hen’s Castle!”
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			“What are we to do with the bodies?”

			It is still raining the next morning, though the worst of the storm has passed. The lightning is gone, though it will be hours before the rain follows suit, leaving a day that’s wet but not dangerous.

			“How many?” Grace asks Pig.

			He thinks for a moment before answering and she winces at the apparently laborious effort.

			“Thirty. All the living swam for it. Or at least they tried. There are a few floaters on the lough.”

			In all her scheming, she had not considered the inconvenience of so many corpses.

			“Search them for weapons,” she tells Pig. “Put whatever you find in the armory. Then have the bodies loaded on the deck of Scian Catha.”

			He frowns for a moment, then nods and heads back onto the lawn, where he begins shouting orders. No one has bothered to move the great table away from the wall, so Grace sits on a bench beside it and watches as her men drag bodies toward the shoreline. The laugh that bubbles out of her is half exhaustion and half disbelief.

			Finn shoves a dry oatcake into his mouth, chews around the crumbs, then says, “They’ll make a bloody ballast.”

			“Would you rather dig thirty graves?” she asks. “Or spend four days burning them? We’d use every turve of peat on this island and still not finish the job before the stench drove us away.”

			He grunts his agreement as crumbs tumble from the corner of his mouth. Finn has gone straight for ale instead of milk this morning. He takes three long swallows before saying, “We’ll need rocks.”

			Grace nods. “And sheets.”

			“I’ll check the cellars. See what’s there.”

			“Nets will work in a pinch,” she tells him. “Though it would be a shame to lose them. Be quick about it, though. We don’t have time. They’ll come for Bunowen next.”

			His hand goes to the hilt of his sword. “The Joyces?”

			She shakes her head. “Those loyal to my husband.”

			An hour later Grace stands at the bow as the ship sluices through dark, cold water. More falls from above, making the deck slick, and she carefully maneuvers her way to Pig’s side. She does not want to dump the bodies all at once; the men row Scian Catha deeper into the lough, and Pig instructs them to drop one overboard every few minutes.

			There was no linen in the cellar. No sheets or blankets or extra sail. But they found enough nets to cut and wrap small boulders to the bodies. They will sink—quite literally—like stones to the bottom of the lake, where the fish will do the rest. She is grateful that Lough Corrib is fifty yards deep, that there is little chance any of the corpses will rise again.

			Pig is muttering about the rain. About the chill and the bodies and Grace specifically. If she didn’t know better, she would think his insults were a sign of affection.

			“Where are you from, Pig?” she asks.

			“Carrigglas.”

			“Never heard of it.”

			“Well, you wouldn’t have, would you? Gone now. Razed to the ground by the fecking English.” He heaves another body onto the gunwale, then pushes it over and frowns at the minimal splash.

			
				There was a young man from Carrigglas!

				Whose balls were constructed of brass.

				When jangled together

				They played Stormy Weather

				And lightning shot out of his ass!

			

			Grace laughs as her men hoot their approval while the O’Flahertys appear scandalized. Pig is the first to crack a smile, however.

			Pig readies the next body.

			“Why do they call you Pig?” she asks. “Surely you have a name?”

			“Name’s Garron,” he tells her.

			“So why Pig?”

			He doesn’t look at her when he answers. “Because I’m so pretty,” he says, then begins to laugh.

			And Grace understands then. It is so clear, in fact, that she must press her lips together and look away. His laughter is loud and high and unmistakably porcine.

			There are only five bodies left on deck when Finn calls out, “Vessel on the horizon!”

			Sure enough, a dark ship glides toward them.

			“Merchant or military?” she asks.

			“Looks like merchant. Is flying St. George’s Cross, isn’t it?”

			Grace took a count of her men after the battle and found sixty still up and standing. Seven dead. Three wounded badly enough that they might never fight again. She left twenty of her most loyal to guard the castle, and the rest are with her now, rowing through the lough. Each has a wary eye turned toward the British vessel.

			So, a decision to be made. Grace pulls the compass from her pocket and runs her thumb over the worn engraving on the lid. The weight is a comfort in her hand and she doesn’t even need to consult the needle to know what she will do. Not this time.

			She points to the heap of remaining bodies on the deck. “Dump them. And be quick about it,” she tells Pig, then raises her voice. “The rest of you—keep your weapons close.”

			Five loud splashes break the silence and then they are rowing hard to greet the ship. This time when she gives instructions, no one argues.

			Ten minutes later they are within a stone’s throw of the large merchant vessel. Grace unties her braid and shakes it into the wind so her curls fly free. She dons a pretty smile as she reads the name emblazoned proudly across the bow.

			“Well, hello, Mary Fortune.”
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			They reach Bunowen at nightfall. Instead of having her men anchor in the half-moon bay and row ashore, Grace docks Scian Catha in its protected harbor on the other side of the massive hill that shelters the tower house. Otherwise, she would have seen the lights burning in every window, the torches lit—not only at the doors but along the ramparts as well.

			“Gráinne.”

			It is Finn’s voice, thick with warning, that she hears once her feet hit the dock. But she pays him no mind. Her attention is on the twenty soldiers who move from the shadows, swords drawn.

			“Who are you?” she demands.

			“Clansmen. You’ll be coming with us.”

			“You mean to escort me to my own home?”

			“ ’Tis yours no longer.”

			Her men shift closer on all sides. They do not draw their weapons, but she feels their intent, feels their hands settle on hilts. They will not move without her command, but neither will they allow these intruders any closer.

			“We will see about that,” she says, then whispers, “Pig?”

			He moves closer. Grunts.

			“See to the wounded. Don’t let them fall behind or get separated.”

			“Tá.” He shifts away again, muttering orders to the others.

			Without another word, Grace marches along the dock, then onto the grassy slope that leads around the hill toward the tower house. The soldiers gathered in the shadows wait until their entire group has passed.

			“You three take the boat!” that same man calls, and this might be the thing that finally makes her cry.

			It is a ship. Nothing more. Wood and resin, rope and sail. It doesn’t live or breathe. She certainly has no attachment to it, not like Niamh. Niamh might as well be part of her body. A limb. Her own beating heart. But still. They would commandeer the Scian Catha? And at her own doorstep? Fecking bastards.

			“What do we do?” Murray asks.

			He and Finn have flanked her. Right and left. She can feel the tension radiating off their bodies like lightning.

			“We get this over with,” she tells him.

			It takes five minutes to reach the front steps of Bunowen Castle, but never has she felt less welcome. Suspicious glares follow her every step.

			All but the twins are prevented from entering with her.

			“Gráinne,” Finn whispers in warning.

			When he reaches out to grab her arm and tug her back, she walks on, out of his reach.

			The Great Hall is crowded. The table full. The fire roars, though it is mid-July and there is no hint of frost in the air. Men laugh and lounge, and servants—her servants—scurry about with platters of food and jugs of mead. One of the serving girls nearly trips when she sets eyes on Grace and a startled, happy cry escapes her lips. The girl sets the platter on the table and moves to embrace her.

			No. Grace mouths the word, offers the slightest shake of her head. Not now.

			The serving girl swallows a sob and runs off to the kitchen.

			There is a harpist somewhere, though Grace cannot see him. He sings along to his own tune, loud. Drunk. They are all drunk. Leering at her with the same bawdy humor, as though they’re all in on some great secret.

			Her fingers itch, eager to reach for the blade in her boot.

			“We did not expect you so soon!” a voice calls, and the room falls silent.

			At the head of the table sits a man she’d recognize anywhere. Those mean, squinted eyes. The ill-fitting body and thin legs. The potbelly.

			“Rory,” she says.

			He smirks. “I think you mean Taoiseach.”

			Finn draws a deep breath at the word. He tenses, ready to lunge forward. She would set a hand on his shoulder in caution if it would not doom them both—if it would not be misconstrued as anything but friendship.

			“It was not you defending”—Grace pauses, careful with her words—“Castlekirk from the Joyce clan these last days. Surely a Taoiseach would not stay here and lounge behind a table while such a battle claimed the lives of seven men?”

			“It was Donal O’Flaherty—may God rest his soul—who beat back the Joyces. And from what I hear, there were twelve men lost. Though you couldn’t have known that, as you’ve been off galivanting since I arrived.”

			“I have been at Castlekirk,” Grace says, “beating back another assault by the Joyces. Cock’s Castle is secure once more.”

			She takes no small amount of pleasure in the surprised flash of anger that he quickly hides.

			“ ’Tis Hen’s Castle now,” Murray blurts out, “and you have Gráinne to thank for that. ’Tis she who acted like a Taoiseach while you sat here getting fat.”

			Grace sees then where she went wrong. She sees what Finn was trying to warn her about on the battlements. The messenger who brought news of her husband’s death sits to the right side of Rory O’Flaherty, licking gravy from his fingers. He takes his time, then lifts a glass of mead and tips it in her honor.

			“You?” she says, taking one step forward. The twins shift with her in equal measure.

			All around her, men rise to their feet. Draw their swords.

			This time, when Finn takes her by the arm and pulls her backward, she doesn’t resist.

			“Oh,” Rory says. “I see you’ve met my brother.”

			“I knew he didn’t swim to shore,” Finn mutters.

			Brother? Brother. She doesn’t even know the messenger’s name.

			“Who are you?” she demands.

			He hooks a thumb at Rory. Grins. “His brother.”

			“What is your fecking name?”

			“Careful.” He sets his mug down and holds up his hands like she’s threatened him. “That’s no way to speak to a man.”

			“His name is Connor,” Rory says. “And he had the great fortune—or misfortune, if you consider his leg—to encounter a Joyce on the shores of Lough Corrib shortly after the battle ended. Was fleeing the island, wasn’t he?”

			“ ’E was,” Connor says.

			“Turns out he had a dagger that Connor didn’t see. So he took a twelve-inch gash to the leg. But then my brother made him talk. And he learned all about the battle for Cock’s Castle—”

			“Hen’s Castle!” Murray shouts.

			“And he had the good sense to ride for home with a warning. To be fair, he was trying to reach me when your men found him. It worked in my favor, though. Would have been harder to take the castle with you here, wouldn’t it? But your reputation precedes you, Gráinne. Bold. Reckless. Stupid. I’ve heard plenty. And so did your husband. Which is why Donal told me that, should anything ever happen to him, he wanted me to step forward and claim the title of chieftain. So while you were off lifting your skirts on Lough Corrib, the men of this clan voted for me as their next chieftain. As a matter of fact, we were celebrating when you barged in here with these two spectacularly ugly men of yours. Where did you find them, anyway?”

			“You would hold that vote without seventy of your clansmen? You would leave them to defend a castle and deny them that right?”

			“It would have taken one thousand men to change the outcome of this vote. It was unanimous in my favor.”

			“Only because they were given no other option,” she says.

			“I laughed at Donal when he suggested it. But he was right, wasn’t he?” Rory says. “You really think they would have chosen you instead?”

			He means to humiliate her. And based on the laughter that fills the Great Hall, he succeeds. But Grace will not be laughed out of her own home, nor lose the title she has earned.

			“Many of them would have.”

			“You cannot be serious. Brehon Law will not allow it.”

			“And what is that law anymore?” she asks. “Didn’t the English queen teach us that it can be bent to a woman’s will? Elizabeth did just that when she named Murrough as The O’Flaherty while my husband’s father yet lived. It is I who stayed here and led this clan while my husband went off and fought his useless feuds for decades. You encouraged him. And now you come to take his name as chieftain? You are no man. And no Taoiseach that I will ever recognize.”

			“The vote is taken!” he screams, pounding his fist on the table, then lunging to his feet.

			“Gráinne!”

			When Grace turns to the old rattled voice that interrupts them, the twins shift with her—one between her and Rory, the other between her and this new threat.

			Only, the woman who pushes her way through the crowd is no threat at all.

			Grace has not seen Cook since she snuck by the kitchen two days ago, but when the old woman approaches the table holding a platter of freshly baked rolls, she stops short. Relief shudders through her body.

			“I thought you dead,” Cook says.

			No one bothers to stop Grace when she moves forward and sets a hand on the old woman’s shoulder. “Why would you think that?”

			Cook points a finger at the messenger. “Because he said you were.”

			It takes effort, but Grace smiles. “Very much alive.”

			Then Cook begins to tremble. It takes a full ten seconds before the tears sprout and a sob racks her body. It is spectacular to behold. She shudders, like something breaking.

			“The children, Taoiseach. They are gone! All of them. My girls…” Several seconds of nonsensical bawling follow, and Grace reaches out to take the tray of rolls from her shaking hands. She hands them to Murray. “My girls. They got up as usual and when they went to get the children from their beds, they were gone! He took them. The bastard had to have taken them.” Her trembling hand points to the messenger. “No sooner had the sun risen than he killed your guard in the cellars and let Rory into the house with thirty men. The garrison was empty or they would have fought for you.”

			Grace wraps Cook’s thin wrinkled hand in hers. She brings it to her chest to comfort the old woman, then leans close to whisper. “The children are safe,” she says. “The garrison went with me. I need you to trust me. Go back to the kitchens. Get your girls. I will call for you shortly.”

			She watches as Cook retreats from the Great Hall, wiping swollen eyes on her apron and fleeing down the spiral staircase into the kitchen. Safe for now.

			“Where did you send them?” Rory asks, sitting once more. “Young Eóin and Margaret and Merrick?”

			“To my father,” Grace says. “And if you’ve an issue with it, you can take it up with The O’Malley. Though I warn you, he argues with a sword.”

			“How?” he demands.

			“The how is none of your fecking business. But it was the first thing I did when your brother arrived. Though, to be honest, if I’d known who he was, I’d have separated his head from his neck. Did he tell you that’s what The Joyce did to my husband? Or was that a lie too?”

			The messenger snorts and downs the rest of his mead. “That was true enough.”

			Connor must be several rounds in, because the cup tips over and falls when he sets it to the table. He blinks at it stupidly.

			“You will bring them back to Bunowen immediately,” Rory demands. “ ’Tis my sworn duty to protect my cousin’s heirs.”

			“You are not my husband nor my chieftain. You cannot give me orders. And my children are O’Malley heirs every bit as much as O’Flaherty.”

			“You cannot keep them from me!”

			“In case you have not figured it out yet, I do as I please.”

			“And you wonder why your husband hated you?” Rory spits.

			“Oh, I never wondered. He was always quite clear as to the reason.”

			Rory taps his fingers on the table. “You do not trust me?”

			She laughs. “You are sitting in my seat, Rory.”

			“Taoiseach.”

			Grace answers him with silence.

			“I would protect my cousin’s heirs.”

			“As you’ve no heirs of your own?” she asks.

			“Yet.”

			“Nor a wife to provide them? I am stunned that no woman will have you,” she says, voice dry as ash.

			Rory is almost handsome—almost—when he smiles. But there is too much of her husband in the man, and it takes an effort for Grace to stop the shudder that wants to rattle through her body.

			“I see your thoughts are in line with my own,” he tells her.

			“I very much doubt that.”

			“Come now, be reasonable. You are widowed and I am chieftain. I can ensure that you maintain the life you are accustomed to, while protecting your children. ’Tis what Donal would have wanted.”

			“Damn it all to hell,” Finn whispers. “This cunting shite again. I’ll kill the fecker with my own fecking hands.”

			Murray looks to the ceiling as though pleading with the Almighty, and when that doesn’t work, he looks to the floor, seeking assistance from below.

			“You did not know your cousin very well at all if you imagine he would take pleasure at the idea of you sharing my bed,” Grace says.

			“And why not?” He laughs. “Your husband took all the pleasure he wanted, in half the beds across this county. I will have an heir—it only makes sense for you to provide it. There will be less for us to quarrel over.”

			“You are not a very romantic man if this is your proposal, Rory. Nor are you the first to do so today. And the answer is no regardless. I will not marry you. Nor Seán Joyce, who beat you to it by sixteen hours. But be clear on this point: Bunowen belongs to my son, to Young Eóin, not you.”

			“And how is a boy of fourteen going to stop me? Surely not beneath the skirts of his mother and a few dozen men? My offer is generous. I will even give you a night to consider it, though I will be lying atop you in that soft bed upstairs.”

			“You will not—”

			“Be quiet. These are my terms: you will marry me or, as chieftain, I will exercise my right to evict you from these lands.”

			“I am the Bean an Tí. You can do no such thing.”

			“You were the lady of this house. Now you are only a widow, who may live here by my good grace.”

			“Brehon Law may not allow me to become chieftain, but it does allow me one-third of my husband’s property. And I claim this tower and all its lands, all the rents it collects. I claim his ship and one-third of his livestock.”

			“Denied.”

			“You cannot!” It is her turn to yell now, and Finn’s hand is tight at her wrist, preventing her from pulling the dagger from her boot.

			“You know that all claims to dowry fall to the chieftain to decide. And I deny your claims. You might take it up with the new O’Flaherty, but I doubt that he will entertain them, as you have just prevented him from assuming control of Cock’s Castle.”

			“Then I will appeal it!”

			“To who? The English queen? You think she will hear the pleas of a Gaelic widow? A woman known to dabble in piracy? No. Take my offer or go, Gráinne: that is your choice.”

			Rory O’Flaherty leans back against his chair like a king, like a god. She had not heard the laughing and cheering until now, so focused had she been on his words. But the heckling grows louder, his men drunk on whiskey and power.

			“Marry me,” he orders.

			“No.”

			“ ’Tis the only reasonable choice.”

			“I have no plans to marry again. But if I do, it will be on my terms.”

			“You have no terms. You have nothing.”

			“I would sooner have nothing than become your wife,” she spits.

			“Then that is what you shall leave here with. I claim everything in this tower as mine. Every item of your clothing will be held in trust for my future Bean an Tí. Every piece of jewelry. Every linen. Every dish and spoon and wall hanging is mine. But most importantly, I claim Scian Catha. ’Tis the flagship of this clan and it is, by rights, property of the Taoiseach.”

			Rage, hot and sour, builds in Grace’s throat. She might cry. She might vomit. “Perhaps,” she says. “But you cannot take my men. You do not own my people, Rory. They are not slaves.”

			“Your people? You mean those who go by the O’Flaherty name? You might leave here with your cook and with these two dour guards of yours. Perhaps five more if you are lucky. But the rest are loyal. They will stay here and serve me, as is their duty.”
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			One hundred and fifteen people follow Gráinne through a narrow track in the hills to the west of Bunowen. Not just Cook and her serving girls. But every other member of the Bunowen household as well. The steward and the brewer. Every servant. The dairy maids. Both bakers. The weaver. The gardener. The herdsmen. Every soldier from the garrison—though half of them have families and have split off to collect them. Word is spreading that the Bean an Tí has been evicted from Bunowen but that she is willing to take with her any who are willing. Even Pig is with them—though no one seems more surprised than the surly bastard. He alternates between cursing Rory to a life of oozing cock blisters and cursing Gráinne for being too stubborn to know they are as good as dead. Pig carries some toddler on his shoulders, a child who could not keep up with the woman beside him, who struggles along with a babe in arms.

			They skirt the village of Baurawalla and Finn watches several men peel off, running for various cottages. But still, the group marches forward without speaking. Occasionally someone curses or points out a rock or root that needs stepping over. Occasionally there is a whisper or muffled sob. Somewhere, at the back, a baby cries. But mostly Finn hears the soft pad of tired feet.

			He knows that Gráinne slept three nights ago. Then the messenger arrived and several hours of frantic planning followed. He isn’t sure if she slept once she sent him by horse to Westport for her brother. But he does know that she has had little rest since. Not on the way to Cock’s Castle, not during the battle, and not on the journey home today. So when she stumbles, he reaches out to steady her on instinct.

			“Thank you,” she mutters, and continues walking.

			None of the O’Flaherty clan dares ask where they are going. They have been pulled from their beds or their watch posts. Ten walked out of the Great Hall behind Gráinne. Others ran down from the ramparts when they heard the news. At least two dozen have gone off into the hills to alert their families at home. A great many more promised to follow in the days to come. And here they are, walking toward the sea with nothing to eat, not a blanket or biscuit between them.

			Gráinne has drawn her dagger. It swings loose at her side, ready.

			“You do not think Rory will come after us?” Finn asks, just low enough that only she and Murray can hear.

			“He wouldn’t dare,” she says. “His only option would be to kill us. And he would lose the respect of every man who voted for him if he did.”

			Finn nods toward her hand. “Then why the blade?”

			“It was a gift from someone I loved many years ago. It gives me comfort. And I think it gives them comfort to see me hold it.”

			Finn swallows the pang of jealousy and hides it with a nod. “They are scared.”

			She laughs quietly, though the sound is more frantic than he would like. “They should be. I am only one woman. And I can give them so little.”

			It is hard, so hard not to let his voice betray his feelings. Finn thought that he’d mastered the art of talking to her these many years. But sometimes he slips, like now, as he says, “Whatever you give them is enough.”

			Murray catches his eye and shakes his head in disapproval.

			“Tell that to them in an hour,” she says.

			The terrain finally levels out and they crest the hill. The wide expanse of the North Atlantic Ocean stretches before them. Above them is only sky, pricked by stars and a stingy moon, shrunken to a thin sliver. Light is sparse, but still the ocean glitters and rolls in the distance. Dark above and dark below, broken only by a stretch of white sand that splits the darkness in half. Downhill now, one hundred and fifteen stranded souls follow Gráinne to the beach. And there, bobbing at anchor, guarded by men who are loyal only to her, is their captured merchant vessel, loaded heavy with goods.

			“Hello, Mary Fortune,” Gráinne says.
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			Grace is fifty-seven years old

			
			Grace wakes to the sound of horses. They are one day out from Oban when she hears those distant hoofbeats. Even before Ultan’s gravelly voice shouting orders above her on the cabin deck, before the waves or the creak of Niamh’s old worn strakes rubbing against one another.

			It is their third trip to collect Gallowglass since her release from Dublin Castle, and they have been at sea for almost a month. Finally they are headed home, and she would have woken glad for that fact if not for the faraway pounding of hooves.

			“No,” she says, and sits up with a start.

			Grace presses her palms to her ears.

			Shakes her head to dislodge the improbable sound.

			But it continues steady and clear, even though they are now deep into the North Atlantic. Hooves. The unmistakable rumble of a charging horse.

			It takes a moment, but there, finally, a noise that makes sense. The trill of seabirds. Gull and swan and plover. The Hebrides are a riot of plume and wing this time of year. Yesterday, they had not been an hour into their voyage when she had mistaken a flock of godwits for a cloud. Now the chirps and squawks bring Grace back to a sense of reality—her dim cabin and the gently rocking ship.

			Niamh is an old woman now, creaky in the joints. But she has also settled into the shape of herself, knows exactly who she is. Same as Grace. It’s one of the things she loves most about this ship. So she pats the wall above her head, like an old friend, before throwing back the soft wool blanket. Her back aches in protest when she stands. It is still not right after all those long months in the tower at Dublin Castle. Three steps bring her to the window, where she is greeted by the clear indigo of a predawn sky. She looks for red, but there is only a streak, one bloody band along the horizon—not the kind of sunrise that would typically trouble her. Certainly nothing her father ever warned her about. No red sky this morning.

			But still, those thundering hooves.

			Think of me, bird, her father told her as he lay dying, when you hear Manannán’s steed. She thinks of Eóin O’Malley often these days, and not just when it storms or when she misses him so badly that her bones ache. What a heavy mantle he carried, being Chief of the Name. She did not know then what it cost him. She has barely begun to pay the price herself.

			Her hair is a mad cloud, billowing around her face. Her feet are bare. She wears nothing but her leine and the blanket yanked from her bed. It is far from the most startling appearance she’s ever made on this ship—not nearly so terrifying as the time she stumbled out drenched in blood. So her men only offer a brief glance as she throws back the door and marches toward the cabin deck. The Gallowglass, however, stare at her like some apparition—some kelpie—as she goes up the steps, leine whipping at her ankles.

			There are three hundred Scottish mercenaries spread between Niamh, Caoimhe, and the Róisín Dubh. Some on deck to help with the sails and others below sleeping until their next shift. Always better with battle-axes than boats, these Scots, but still she is grateful for them. The Devil’s Hook will be more so—he needs every man at arms he can get to beat back the English soldiers sent by Bingham in recent months. This lot will bring his numbers to near two thousand.

			These Scotsmen will bleed for anyone in exchange for a chance at killing the English. Earning a life they cannot have in the Hebrides is an added bonus. The Irish chieftains grant them cattle. Grazing rights. A shot at wooing some young pretty Irish cailín. They will build their bothies and grow their families, then answer the call when fighting is required. It is a mutually beneficial system, established centuries ago.

			Once Grace makes it to the top of the cabin deck, she sees Ultan take his wordless assessment, wondering what has caused her disheveled state.

			“Can we beat it?” she asks.

			Ultan frowns. “Beat what?”

			“The storm.”

			“Is cold as a fairy’s curse.” He scowls at her bare feet. “But you’ll not see a grander day in February.”

			He says it Feb-yer-ee, like each syllable is something to be played with, tossed around like a ball.

			“Foul weather will be on us in an hour,” she insists.

			They had spent the week in Oban, collecting their Gallowglass. Then they’d gone by Kerrera and Mull, into the Inner Hebridean seas. Much of that had been rowing, and the Gallowglass came in handy then. Once past Oronsay, they made for open water and have kept a good clip ever since. She’d felt confident enough last night to give Ultan the helm and go to bed. And she’d slept too, deep and long, rocked by the ship. Grace cannot remember the last time she’d had such lovely rest. No dreams. No interruptions. No waking up at half past two, unable to go back to sleep. If not for the pounding in her skull, she’d still be in the cabin, blissfully unaware.

			“Where are we?” she asks.

			“Between Islay and Ulster,” he says. “We’ll turn west once the shoreline is in sight.”

			This is the worst possible news. They are deep at sea. Vulnerable to sinking in violent weather.

			“If we turn back right now, how long would it take to reach Port Charlotte? We could anchor in Loch Indaal until the storm passes.”

			Ultan squints at the pewter-colored sky. He rolls his lips together, measuring his own life expectancy if he argues with her. “I have felt more threatened by a báb than this weather, Gráinne,” he says at last, then sighs. Ultan crunches up his face as though it’s a wad of parchment and he’s just balled it in his fist. He thinks. “We’ve a southeasterly wind. Clear skies. Mild seas. The tidal streams in the channel are pushing us east, which is slowing us by a few knots. If we turn back now, it will take at least twelve hours to reach Islay. Would be easier to stay the course and sail for Ulster. We can be there in six. If foul weather crops up, we can find anchorage there. We’d be closer to home and save a day of travel.”

			It is a wise suggestion. Stay the course and keep their time. So how is she to explain that it feels wrong? That her instincts are never wrong? How does she explain that the sound of Manannán’s steed is always the first sign of a deadly storm? This is a conversation she has only ever had with her father, and he’s been dead over twenty years.

			No, Ultan will think her addled. He will not understand this curse she’s been given.

			And then, of course, there is Bingham, his threats still ringing in her ears. She has already lost one son to his hatred; she’ll not lose another. Every Gallowglass she delivers to Hook is another sword—another battle-ax—to keep Bingham at bay.

			One breath. That’s how long it takes to make the decision.

			But all she tells him is, “The day doesn’t feel right.” Grace looks to the bright sails of the other two ships that flank Niamh, their sleek bodies cutting through the dark water, their lanterns dimming with the dawn. “Signal Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh. Hoist all sails. We make for Ulster.”
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			Grace was wrong. It takes less than an hour for the storm to develop. The sun has not fully risen before it is swallowed by a wall of boiling black cloud that forms out of nowhere. The wind shifts and then the sea beneath them begins to churn and heave like an upset stomach. She can feel a shudder run along Niamh’s spine as the ocean joins with the wind and begins to push them hard and fast toward Ulster’s northern coastline.

			“What is this devilry?” Ultan shouts into the wind. Bent at the waist, he keeps one hand on the tiller and the other at his brow to block the driving rain from his eyes.

			“I told you!”

			“But how did you know it would go manky?”

			“ ’Tis my curse,” she shouts over the howling wind.

			“That is not an answer.”

			Grace stands beside him, fully dressed now, trews cinched tight, boots on, hair braided. Her feet are anchored to the deck. One hand holds the rail, and the other her compass. Her gaze darts between its bouncing needle and the sheets of rain that pound the deck. The ivory backing is yellowed now, and the silver case has patinaed. She and the compass have both aged, she thinks, hopefully with some grace. At least they’re both still in working order.

			Ultan glares at her like she’s keeping some great secret from him, and perhaps she is.

			“How did you know?” he asks again.

			She looks at his strained, quivering forearm trying to control the tiller. “Doesn’t matter now, does it? We’d have been caught no matter what.”

			Lanterns swing wildly across the ship—on the stern, both masts, and the bow. It is the only way for Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh to keep them in sight. She catches only occasional glimpses of their own lanterns as they struggle to keep course behind Niamh. The waves surge and billow, obscuring their view of both the shore and the small fleet.

			When the storm shifts again—when it deepens, like a growl—she realizes she has made a grave error. Turning for Islay had been their only chance. It would not have saved them from the storm entirely. But at least it wouldn’t be at their back, pushing them toward the shores of Ulster as if Manannán himself wanted them dead. Perhaps he is angry with her for ignoring the Sense.

			“Strike the sails!” she orders Ultan, and his eyes flash in alarm just once before he relays the command in a rich baritone that is almost ripped away by the wind.

			Men scatter across the deck to lower and secure the sails to the masts so that they can reduce the wind resistance. If the masts break, then they will be at the mercy of an angry ocean. Countless men have drowned for lesser offenses.

			“Signals!” Ultan shouts. He waits until the three men assigned to the other lanterns watch for his command.

			Once. Twice. Thrice, he throws his cloak over the cabin deck lantern to caution the other ships to strike their sails as well. Within a few moments the signalmen repeat the sign in unison. They will continue until he gives the next command. Grace can only hope that Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh catch their warning.

			“Keep her bow to the sea,” she orders Ultan so that the waves will not catch them broadside and capsize the boat. Better to drive into the waves. Better to drop and be thrown skyward relentlessly than to be tossed like a barrel and rolled under.

			“Tá,” he says with a grunt, his entire body holding the tiller in place.

			“All men to stations or below!” she commands.

			She wants no man on deck without a purpose, and the few Gallowglass left above are heaving their guts anyway. Best to get them into the hold, where they can’t be washed overboard.

			“Tie the lifelines!”

			The crew scrambles forward, rigging a series of ropes across the deck, tied at specific points, to help them maneuver between stations or across the boat when Niamh rolls and drops. Otherwise, they’ll be little more than crabs, scrambling through the waves that wash across the deck every few moments.

			Ultan curses and spits. He utters every obscenity she has ever heard—and many she hasn’t—blaspheming the English queen, his own mother, every saint in the canon, six different chieftains, and her as well, using the worst epithet he can think of for his own captain: Grace O’Malley, her English name. He throws his weight against the tiller and grinds his teeth until she’s certain they’ll crack.

			“Have I ever told you that I hate the fecking ocean?” Ultan asks. “She’s a right merciless bitch!”

			“Liar!” Grace shouts. “You love this more than any woman you’ve ever bedded.”

			Ultan laughs, wild and unguarded. “I would not be the first man to love a thing that wants to kill him.”

			“There is a reason we name ships after women,” she tells him.

			“If that was meant to encourage, you’ll be worse at it than fog on a wet day.”

			She laughs, then shouts to the crew, “Bind yourselves if needed!”

			Better for them to be lashed to the ship itself than taken over the gunwale by Manannán and drowned.

			Onward they go for an hour. Then two. They are working toward their third hour in the storm when she finally loses all sight of her fleet. No more distant flicker of lanterns in the distance. But that means little, for she cannot see from stern to bow on Niamh herself. And her own lanterns are out as well, drowned by the rain. Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh could only be a stone’s throw behind them and she would never know. The storm has swallowed them whole.

			Grace ought to be afraid. And she is, in the mortal sense. She knows she might die this day. But something else stirs her soul as well. A sense of awe. Wonder. And a kind of holy thrill. A feeling no man, no woman can ever experience unless they find themselves in the soft, warm palm of God’s own hand. Sovereignty alone can decide whether the fist will close and crush her, or whether she will feel a breeze at her neck, dandelion fuzz blown to safety.

			She feels the power, the might of this entire ocean around them. No gentle breeze, this, but the raging breath of God.

			It will be what it will be.

			“No man leaves his post,” Grace shouts at last and fears, even as she does, that the wind has stolen her words. “Arm yourselves with courage!”

			When Niamh runs aground, it is with the sound of breaking bones. Never in her entire life has Grace heard such a noise. And terror might grip her throat like a vise at the idea of all those Gallowglass belowdecks gasping for air as the sea rushes through a broken hull. But the impact throws her forward, headfirst, into the rail.

			It is the kind of pain you can see—a strike of lightning that turns you blind, then makes your teeth scream. And after that, only darkness.
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			“Is she dead?”

			It’s one of the Gallowglass. Ultan doesn’t know his name. But he’s big and bearded and hadn’t liked the idea of sailing with a woman to begin with. He’d been mouthy and needed shutting up before they left Oban. Ultan can see the bruise blooming like a thistle under his eye, all purple and angry. And if the knuckles on Ultan’s left hand are sore? Well, it just means he’s executed his duties as first mate.

			Now Gráinne is laid out on the sand, her skin pale as the inside of an oyster shell, her hair a bloody, matted heap. Sand in her trews from where they dragged her across the beach. It’s the cut on her scalp that has Ultan worried, though. The damn thing won’t stop oozing.

			He grunts and shakes his head. “She’s out cold but breathing steady.”

			If not for the tiller, Ultan would have also gone flying when they hit the rocks. Instead, he flipped over the heavy wooden beam—arse over elbow—and ended up on his back, the wind knocked out of him.

			“It doesn’t bother you?” The Gallowglass points at Gráinne. “Sailing under a woman?”

			He laughs. “That right there is more banshee than woman. Touched by Manannán himself, she is. I would sail under her before ten men who call themselves captain.”

			Unconvinced, the Gallowglass spits into the sand beside Gráinne’s head. Pleased with himself. Thinks he’s made some kind of statement. Too good to sail under a woman, is he?

			The Scot doesn’t see Ultan’s punch coming. He lands it exactly where he landed the one in Oban, but this time the skin splits along the already tender cheekbone. The Gallowglass grunts, then stumbles forward onto his knees. Ultan catches him by the hair, yanking his head back, then sets his blade to the thick bearded neck.

			“Do you know what they say about the banshee? She’s a harbinger of death, isn’t she?” He shoves the Gallowglass closer to Gráinne, until his head is only a foot away. “Best pray she doesn’t open her eyes or it’s your death she’ll foresee.”

			Gráinne’s eyes don’t flutter open—they snap. Dark and intense, focused right on the Gallowglass. He screams, then swats at Ultan’s hands, desperate to be let go. Ultan shoves him face-first into the sand.

			“Be off with you. Help the crew salvage the cargo. You’ll be needing every bit of food you can carry for the march to Mayo.”

			The Gallowglass scrambles away and Ultan glares after him. Only when Gráinne laughs does he turn from the retreating form.

			“How did you know I was awake?” she asks, then groans and gingerly touches her scalp.

			“Saw you clutching the sand,” he says. “Likely pissed ’imself, didn’t ’e? The fecker deserved it.”

			He reaches out a hand and pulls her into a sitting position. She sways for a moment, then rests her forearms on her knees as she makes a slow assessment of her own body, checking for injury. Gráinne touches her head, and her fingers are bloody when she draws them away. She holds them up to Ultan in question.

			He shrugs. “Bled something awful, but no real damage.”

			“How long was I out?” she asks.

			“Hour. Maybe a bit longer. Hard to tell with the sun still hidden. You went into the cabin deck rail when we ran aground. The worst of the wind and rain was gone soon after that. The whole thing went as quickly as it came.”

			“Niamh?”

			“She’s got a torn hull but no other structural damage. The crew has been unloading the hold.”

			“Any dead?”

			“Three Gallowglass.”

			“What about the fleet?”

			“Both Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh ran aground. Farther down the beach. Caoimhe on sand, but both masts snapped in the storm. They had to cut the rigging loose or they’d be on the ocean floor right now. But Róisín has a broken hull. She got thrown onto the rocks. They both lost a few Gallowglass. Eleven between the three ships, which is no small miracle. We should all be sunk.” He clears his throat once, twice, until she looks up at him. “I am tired of asking. How did you know, Gráinne?”

			Ultan cannot name a single time that she has ever lied to him. She has often been silent. Or defensive. But she has never lied to him.

			“ ’Tis a thing I got from my father,” she says.

			“What? Like that compass?”

			“No. Like an eye color—”

			“His were blue—”

			She glares at him. “You know what I mean. ’Tis a thing he gave me. He called it the Sense. A way of knowing when a storm is coming. Something passed through generations by Manannán himself.”

			“I sailed with him for ten years and never heard him say a word about it. I’ve been with you for twenty, and today, after getting thrown onto the rocks, you finally tell me about this gift?”

			“Curse,” she reiterates and stretches her jaw, like it aches. “And we’ve never been through a storm like that.”

			“We’ve been through plenty, Gráinne.”

			“It isn’t every storm. Only the worst ones. We should have turned back for Islay. I knew it and ignored it and now there are men dead.”

			“Tá. They are. Those same men who volunteered to bleed and die for you on land. What difference does it make if it happens at sea?” he asks.

			“It wouldn’t have been me that killed them.”

			“You are the most stubborn woman I have ever known,” he tells her and extends one hand, “but even you do not command the sea. Nor its God.”

			Gráinne reaches for him.

			He helps her to her feet and holds her by the shoulders while she steadies herself. Her eyelids flutter and he can see the pain race—back and forth—in those gray depths, like gulls chasing one another on the wind. She groans and mutters something about being dizzy; then her eyes catch on his face, her pupils constricting as she gains her balance.

			“How bad is it?” Gráinne asks.

			“Bad.”

			“Will they sail again?”

			“Tá. But not for at least three months.”

			“And the Gallowglass? How will we get them to Mayo?”

			“The old-fashioned way,” he says. “By land. I doubt you’ll be hearing them complain, though. Not a one will ever set foot on a ship again. To hear them tell it, they will live—or die—in Ireland.”

			“ ’Tis not that easy, Ultan. If I don’t get permission for their passage, they’ll all be dead sooner than the two weeks it will take to march them to Mayo.”
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			Four days later, Grace stands before the Hughs. O’Neill and O’Donnell. Two of the most powerful Ulster chieftains. Once the formal greetings are over and a mug of cold mead has been set in her hands, Grace assesses them.

			Hugh O’Neill, younger, new to the chieftaincy with his father dead but a year; and Hugh O’Donnell, intractable—made of piss, vinegar, and old rivalries. The men are separated by thirty years and seventy miles. Joined only by O’Neill’s foresight to marry the daughter of his sworn enemy. His young wife, Clara, is present as well, seated in a high-backed chair beside the fire at the other end of the Great Hall, a pile of knitting heaped atop her swollen belly. A spring baby, then, Grace thinks. Every few moments, Clara looks up and catches Grace’s eye, curious about her place among these chieftains. The girl says nothing, but listens closely.

			“What is it you’re after, then, Gráinne?” O’Neill asks. He takes a long draught of beer. Wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“I need safe passage for my Gallowglass. Through your lands,” she tells him, then nods at O’Donnell. “And yours. From here to Mayo. I need assurances that your war bands won’t attack them.”

			It is raining softly and the Great Hall of Dungannon Castle is dark this afternoon. The mood is darker. Grace listens to the rain tap, tap, tap against the tall narrow windows as silence stretches into the room.

			Finally, O’Donnell laughs. Just laughs, then reaches across the table and pours a big glug of whiskey into his cup. He levels her with a hard gaze as he lifts it to his mouth, tips his head back, and drains it. O’Donnell has the look of a man who enjoys the drink. It is not yet three o’clock and his eyes are bloodshot. He has a nice smile, though, and uses it, grinning at Grace like she’s some beggar come to ask his favor.

			Across the room, Clara sighs. The metal tips of her knitting needles clack together. And when Grace looks at her, she sees that Clara is glaring at her father.

			“And why would we grant such a thing?” O’Donnell asks.

			Grace turns to O’Neill. Raises an eyebrow but doesn’t bother to make her case. Not before she’s heard their excuses, whatever conclusion they’ve decided in advance.

			He shifts uncomfortably. Looks to his father-in-law. Glances at his wife. Says nothing.

			“You think this war will stop at Connaught’s borders?” she asks. “You think Bingham won’t kill your son next?”

			“You can’t know it’s a boy.”

			All heads turn to Clara. She has set down her knitting. Placed both hands protectively on her belly.

			“You’ve the look of it.” Grace shrugs. “And wouldn’t I know? I’ve had three sons myself. You’ll have a boy. And before April, if I had to wager. Then it’s you and every other mother in Ulster who will have to worry about their sons going into the ground like mine.”

			“I was sorry to hear of Eóin’s fate,” O’Donnell says.

			O’Neill clears his throat. The younger man’s eyes soften. “I counted your son as a friend. Our years in fosterage together were some of the best I’ve known.”

			Grace hardens her gaze and leans forward in her chair. “The English are coming. More every year. Their queen grants them rights that violate the laws we have lived by for centuries. Years ago, she began taking chieftaincies from those rightfully chosen and giving them to men loyal to her. Now she declares Bingham governor of all Connaught, and me his subject? What is to stop her from doing the same in Ulster? Right now they have me and mine in their sights. But once they’ve plowed through us, it will be you and yours. If we’re to stop them, it must be by force. My Gallowglass can help. But only if you let them through to Mayo.”

			“You expect the farmers and cottiers of Ulster to ignore three hundred Scottish mercenaries traipsing through their fields and forests? You think those mercenaries of yours can mind themselves well enough not to rape and pillage as they go?” O’Donnell asks.

			“They aren’t fecking Vikings.” Grace sighs in exasperation.

			O’Neill says, “But you won’t be there to keep them in check, will you? Not with your ships shattered along the beach in Culdaff.”

			The scavengers had found them late that first afternoon, and O’Neill scouts not long afterward. But that had been a good thing, for Grace had been able to send word requesting this audience. Guarding the ships themselves has proven more difficult.

			“Half of my men will stay in Culdaff and repair the ships. The other half will go to Mayo with the Gallowglass,” she tells them.

			They are not friends, these men, but the Hughs study each other, trying to speak without words. O’Neill breaks the deliberation first, turning to Clara. His eyes fall to her belly and he considers the child, the legacy of two clans—a hope still unrealized. He clears his throat.

			“How can we be certain your Gallowglass will follow your command?”

			“You have Scottish mercenaries of your own living and working in these lands. Even if you call them Redshanks. Don’t pretend mine will cause you any trouble. You’ll let us through or you won’t.”

			“And what if we want more than your assurances?” O’Donnell asks.

			“You mean to extract payment for what has always been a courtesy?”

			Oh, she could kill them both. O’Neill fostered with her son for three years! And this is the loyalty, the kinship he shows? She is opening her mouth to excoriate them both when O’Neill steps in.

			“You misinterpret my father-in-law. He does not want your coin. He wants—”

			“—your promise,” O’Donnell interrupts. “The promise of clan O’Malley, which you speak for, even if unofficially. Clan O’Flaherty, which your son leads. And clan Bourke as well.”

			“Assurance of what?” she asks.

			Grace had thought she was the one in need of favors today.

			“You are correct that the English gather against us,” O’Donnell says. “But you are wrong in thinking that we turn a blind eye to the threat.”

			“Or that we have been idle,” O’Neill adds.

			“What have you done?” she asks.

			“How long were you held captive in Dublin Castle?” O’Donnell asks in return.

			“Almost three months. What has that to do with anything?”

			“A great deal. There are rumors.”

			“Of?”

			“The Spanish,” he says. “Whispers of an invasion. Not just a fleet, but an armada. King Philip wants to deliver England from Elizabeth’s heresy. He wants to show that queen what happens to those in defiance of his God,” O’Donnell says, with obvious disdain for religious squabbles. “But what happens between those powers affects us greatly. And if Spain sails against England, we have a common purpose.”

			“You have formed an alliance with Spain?” she asks in disbelief.

			“We have,” O’Neill says. “An unprecedented number of ships gather in the Spanish ports. They will attack, and when they do, the attention of the English queen will be divided. It will be our chance to break the shackles she has kept us in these many years.”

			A sticky web indeed. Grace cannot help but think of Walsingham and the English queen. How quickly they would set a noose around her neck if they learned of this conversation.

			“And what is it, exactly, you ask of me?”

			“That you stand with us,” O’Donnell says. “Spain will rise against the English within the year. And when they do, they’ll have to move through Irish waters. Which means they will need help from the clans. We mean to give it. So yes, your Gallowglass can move through Ulster. But in exchange, you must stand with Ulster when the time comes. The English are too strong. And this island cannot fight them on our own. The Spanish are our only hope.”

			O’Neill drives their point home. “We need you to unite the full strength of clans O’Malley, O’Flaherty, and Bourke to aid us in defeating the English.”

			“You are asking for all of Connaught,” she says.

			He nods. “It will take nothing less if we are to prevent the English from entering our lands.”
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			Grace is eleven years old

			
			It is morning, just past sunrise, and Grace sits near the fire with her parents. Tendrils of peat smoke drift around her feet and she has the warm sense of comfort from being at home on a chilly day. Cook sent one of the serving girls up with milk and toast, sausages and boiled eggs. The sky is clear, but it looks to Grace as though it might storm later. Something about the haze along the horizon feels heavy to her. A sad eye, ready to weep.

			Her parents are talking about the English king again—and the way he goes through wives like chamber pots—but Grace is distracted by the water out in Clew Bay. It is clear and blue, but it seems to her that the slow, lapping waves are hitting the beach in a strange way, coming in sideways.

			Their talk of the English fades away and they all eat in contented silence for some minutes until Eóin turns to Grace and says, “Go get your brother.”

			Brother.

			Not Donal, which is how he always refers to the boy in Maeve’s presence.

			Stunned, she looks at her mother. Eóin follows suit and Maeve’s knitting needles grow still.

			“He’s at home. With his…with Aisling,” Grace says.

			“I know where he lives.”

			Maeve’s voice is tight, rigid, the warning clear. “Eóin…”

			“You heard me, bird. Go get him.”

			Maeve sets her knitting aside, then stands, but Eóin holds out a hand to stop her.

			“She’ll go alone,” he says. “ ’Tis time.”

			“Time?” Maeve snaps.

			Grace watches something pass between them, some unspoken marital shorthand. The kind known only to men and women who have been one flesh long enough to share minds as well as bodies.

			Eóin grabs Maeve’s hand, tugs her back down so she sits on the bench beside him. “If she can’t do this, she can’t do the rest.”

			Grace looks from one parent to the other, head shifting back and forth as they speak. She has no idea what they mean.

			“It isn’t fair, Eóin. Not to me. Not to her.”

			“Fair has nothing to do with it. Not from this day forward. She can learn that from me, or the world will teach her. But she’s going to learn it either way.” He turns to Grace. The smile he offers is weak. “Now. G’wan, get him.”

			Grace swallows her last bite of sausage and scoots away from the table. “Where shall we meet you?”

			“Bring Donal here.”

			Now it is her turn to stare. Not once, that she can remember, has Donal ever entered the privy chamber. The kitchen and hall below, yes, most every day. But never their family quarters. It is an unspoken rule.

			Maeve frowns. Pushes her plate away. Wipes her mouth. She leaves the table this time, swatting Eóin’s hand when he reaches for her.

			Grace would like to search her mother’s face for an explanation, a bit of wisdom, but she is facing the fire now, her back stiff. So the girl slips away, down the stairs, through the Great Hall, and down again into the kitchen. Cook calls after her as she runs out the door, something about rolls fresh from the oven and does she want one, there’s new butter as well, but Grace doesn’t respond.

			She pauses on the front steps, her attention snagged on a sound like horses running in the distance. But the fields are quiet this morning and the road that leads into the village is empty, so she shakes her head and moves on.

			She is barefoot, her skirts whipping around her ankles, small cold stones digging into the hardened leather of her feet. Only the high pale arches remain soft, and Grace yelps when a fallen hawthorn twig tears at her skin. She slows, limping the last few steps into the village. There is a hint of autumn in the air, a turning, like old leaves gone wet.

			She has been sent alone.

			To her brother’s house.

			Only twice has she met Aisling, and both times in the company of Maeve, who provides a buffer against the open hostility of Donal’s mother. No one would dare insult the chieftain’s daughter in front of the chieftain’s wife. Not if they enjoy having a roof over their heads. And Maeve’s reciprocal enmity has always made Grace think her mother would be happy to throw the torch onto that thatched roof herself, happy to banish Aisling and Donal from this island once and for all.

			The village is still. Dark, pungent peat smoke fills the air. As does the crowing of roosters and the bleating of sheep on the hills. An occasional dog bark. A crying child. Turves of peat are stacked beside each entryway, and every door is propped open to let out whatever smoke doesn’t escape the chimney. Grace thinks that everyone she knows smells like they have just escaped a house fire.

			She comes to the end of the lane and finds herself at Donal’s door. It is closed. Quiet within. A huge black dog lies against the wall, tied to a post with a frayed rope, like it has been trying to gnaw its way free. The dog looks at her with pleading eyes. She wouldn’t want to live here either.

			Grace raps on the door with her knuckles.

			Silence.

			Now she pounds with her fist.

			The dog bares its teeth, but it looks more like laughter than a growl.

			“Donal!” she shouts.

			There is shuffling within. A bang and a curse, the sound of a stubbed toe. Grace lifts her hand to knock a third time as the door swings open.

			Aisling, in her leine. Straw in her hair, soot on her chin. It takes her eyes a moment to focus on Grace—to understand who their guest is—then to narrow.

			Grace blinks when the door slams shut in her face.

			She looks at the dog for help. It bobs its head in sympathy. Yes, the dog seems to agree, that woman is a bitch.

			“Donal!” Grace calls, unsure what to do. “Da sent for you.”

			The door swings open again and Aisling is back, a blanket around her shoulders, hatred in her eyes.

			“Donal is sleeping,” she says. “Your father had him out late last night.”

			“We were back before sunset,” Grace argues, because it’s the truth.

			A shudder goes through Aisling’s body, some wave of fury that Grace identifies too late. And now there is a knife at her throat. Grace can feel the cold steel and the sharp point and a burning just below her chin.

			She never saw Aisling’s hand move, never saw the blade. One flinch on Grace’s part, one thrust of the knife from Donal’s mother, and she will be dead. That knowledge blooms bright in Aisling’s eyes, a heady power that forces a nasty grin.

			“We?” Aisling snarls. “Well, aren’t we a right little cunt, trouncing about with the men. I wonder what your mother thinks?”

			Grace is so startled to hear such ugly words come from such a pretty mouth that she remains frozen—stupid, even—as the barrage continues. Her mouth goes dry and her heart hammers in her chest. That burning at her throat grows hotter, and she feels a wet warmth as blood trickles down her neck into the collar of her dress.

			“But then again, I suppose your mother would know a thing or two about being a cunt, wouldn’t she? Stealing a man right out from under me. I wonder how wide she had to spread her legs?”

			Grace has spent enough time in barns to understand the way of nature. Cows, horses, goats, sheep. They all mount the same. A bit of rutting and then a few months later there’s the calf or foal or kid or lamb. Lots of blood and mess involved. And she knows the process must be similar for people, though the details remain hazy, like heat on the horizon. She does not want to think about her father with this woman. Does not understand why he would have been with her in the first place.

			“Da has sent for Donal,” she says again, standing as still as possible.

			“Your da could come himself, you know. Pay me a visit. Like old times.” Aisling shrugs out of the blanket and it drops to the hard-packed dirt floor. Her leine is thin and the morning light shines through, casting her figure in silhouette. “I could give him another child. Since your mother hasn’t had any luck. You do know how babies are made, don’t you? First a man takes a woman to a private place. Then he takes off her clothes. Then he—”

			Donal appears in the doorway. His voice is filled with reprimand. “Mam.”

			He reaches for his mother’s wrist, but Aisling stiffens and Grace sucks in a sharp breath as the blade slips a fraction deeper into her throat. If brother and sister resemble each other, it is in their eyes, and they speak with just a glance now.

			Trust me, he says.

			Always, she answers.

			Two blinks, nothing more, and when Donal lifts his hand again, he quickly shoves Grace’s shoulder. She stumbles backward away from the blade, and he takes her place on the threshold facing his mother.

			Aisling doesn’t resist this time when Donal plucks the knife from her hand and tosses it to the floor inside the cottage. She hardly seems to notice at all, that hateful gaze still locked on Grace. The three of them stand at an impasse.

			“She isn’t your friend, Donal,” Aisling says.

			He steps backward, boots in one hand, latch in the other. He pulls the door shut and it closes on his mother with a click.

			“She’s the only friend I have,” he whispers.

			Grace doesn’t know what to say, so she asks the first question that comes to mind. “Where’s Éamon?”

			Donal shrugs. “Didn’t come home last night. Doesn’t come home most nights.”

			“Would she have done that if he—”

			“No. He would have beaten her for it. Then he would have beaten me for trying to stop him.”

			“Does Da know?”

			“He would kill Éamon for setting a hand on me. And if Éamon dies, there’s no one left to feed my mother. We make do.”

			Grace sees Donal bracing himself for a wave of pity, but then he gasps.

			“You’re bleeding.”

			She lays a hand to her neck, then looks at the smear of blood on her fingers. “Not much.”

			“I am sorry.”

			“You can’t stop her from hating me.”

			“No,” he says. “But I should have stopped her from hurting you.”

			Donal bends over to tie his boots. The dog comes to press its wet nose against his hand. He kneels and rubs its ears, its belly. He whispers kind words into its ear, then pulls a bit of dried meat from his pocket and feeds the big hairy mutt.

			“What’s its name?”

			“Bran.”

			“Why’s he tied up?”

			“Éamon hates him. Says he’s tired of seeing Bran run around the village.”

			“Doesn’t seem fair.”

			“Nothing is fair,” he says, sounding much like their father.

			They stand together looking at the dog, and she thinks Donal might cry.

			Grace kneels, then slides a hand under her skirt, along the outside of her left leg, and draws out Cook’s old knife. She lifts Bran’s rope, looking for the place he’s gnawed. Then she begins to saw roughly so the rope frays, so it looks to be the work of teeth instead of steel.

			The dog doesn’t know he’s free. He just sits there, watching her with those sad eyes while she unties the rope around his neck. She hands it to Donal. “When we get to the tower house, burn this.”

			“What about Bran?”

			“We’ll take him to the byre. Keep him with the sheep. He can earn his keep there.”

			The sun is up now, and drops of dew are bright in the cobwebs that line the hedgerows, little crystalline palaces built by the garden spiders and orb weavers that live amongst the leaves.

			“Why did Da send for me?”

			“I don’t know,” she says.

			They walk to the tower house, Bran padding along quietly behind them, sticking his nose into cobwebs and cow pies alike. He seems so happy to be free of the stake that he does not mind the mess. Twice he presses that dirty nose into Grace’s palm in gratitude.

			They take him to the byre and beg the stable master to give him a bucket of milk before they go into the tower house. As instructed, Donal tosses the extra bit of rope into Cook’s hearth fire before they both abscond with a roll and head upstairs.

			Donal moves to stand beside the large banquet table in the Great Gall.

			“No,” Grace tells him. “He wants to see you upstairs.”

			Her brother looks to the heavy wooden planks twelve feet above as though they are the heavens, as though he does not have the first idea how to ascend there. He makes no move to follow her.

			“Come on.” She motions with one arm and moves to the stairs.

			“Your mother…”

			“She knows,” Grace says. “And is not so violent as yours.”

			It is unfair of her. Unkind. Probably untrue. And she regrets the words as soon as she’s spoken them. The fact is, she has no idea what her mother will do when she sees Donal. But none of this is her brother’s fault and she’ll not let anyone—not even Maeve—harass him for doing their father’s bidding.

			Donal follows her up the stairs into the privy chamber, looking all the while like Bran, like a dog who has been tied up and kicked too many times.
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			“Why are you bleeding?” Maeve asks. The color is high in her daughter’s cheeks, and the collar of her dress is stained red. She can see the trickle of dried blood on her daughter’s neck. Maeve whirls on the boy, fury in her voice. “What did you do?”

			Donal stumbles backward. Eyes large, hands up in surrender. “I didn’t—”

			“Mam,” Gráinne says, drawing her attention. “It was Aisling.”

			Maeve glares at her husband, but he is watching Gráinne and Donal, his eyes sliding between them in some calculus she does not understand.

			“I will kill her,” Maeve spits. And she’s already on her feet, already moving toward the door, when Gráinne steps in front of her.

			“No, you won’t.” Gráinne sets one hand on her shoulder. “Aisling is his mother. He loves her.”

			“She’s a geebag! That woman would shite on the table just to keep flies off the sugar!”

			Gráinne’s hand grows firmer even as her voice gentles. “Enough, Mam. I amn’t hurt. Donal stopped her.”

			Maeve surrenders as her daughter guides her back to the bench. She sits. Looks to her husband again, and he is up now, near the door, putting on his boots.

			“The two of ye will come with me,” he says, offering no other explanation.

			Donal doesn’t answer. He stands near the door, entirely still except for a gaze that roves over the privy chamber, no doubt taking note of every luxury he does not have. The whitewashed stone walls. Woven rush mats. Tapestries. Fine dishes littering the table. Has Eóin brought the boy here to see what he might claim one day?

			“Where?” Gráinne asks.

			“There’s something I want to show the both of ye.”

			Eóin walks out the door then, without a word to Maeve, without a glance. Gráinne follows in similar fashion. It is only Donal who turns to Maeve, abashed, and says, “I am sorry. And I will never let it happen again.”

			“You never should have let it happen in the first place.”

			He turns those sad eyes away and then they are gone and Maeve is alone, her breakfast cold, her milk now tepid like pond water. She does not understand what has just happened. Nor does she understand who her daughter has become. So tall and beautiful and defiant. Almost a woman, certainly a force. Maeve fears they are strangers now, separated by some divide she cannot cross.
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			The ketch slides through smooth water.

			Today Eóin has put Grace in the bow and Donal at the mizzen mast while he works the tiller and maneuvers the small boat deeper into the Atlantic, away from Clare Island. Donal looks unhappy, but then he’s never pleased to be on water. That isn’t the reason for the shadow in his eyes, however. Even though he faces forward, he is not focused on the horizon.

			“Where are we going?” Grace calls over her shoulder.

			Two gruff words are all Eóin gives in response. “You’ll see.”

			All sight of land quickly falls away. Grace must squint to see the high cliffs and their grassy bonnet. They have packed nothing. She is still barefoot. None of them are wearing appropriate clothing for a jaunt into open water. And this is the wrong boat. Too small, too easily tossed around. Uneasiness settles into Grace’s body, preventing her from finding a comfortable spot in the bow.

			They continue west for another hour, until the sun sits at its zenith, surrounded by dazzling blue. As is her habit, Grace leans over the prow and dips her fingers into the water. It is colder than it should be on such a pleasant day. There is nothing to fear, no reason why her limbs should feel so heavy—the way they do after a long hike—but she wants to turn around, to go home.

			Finally, Eóin leaves the rudder and scrambles over the benches so that he sits between them. He is silent for a long time, so silent Grace becomes anxious.

			“I am not angry with you, Donal. Your mother’s choices are her own.”

			The shadows that have lined her brother’s face since this morning seem to fade. He nods at their father, grateful. Then one corner of his mouth lifts in a near smile. “You need not have brought us all the way out here to say so. Mam’s hearing isn’t that good, you know?”

			The joke earns a rare laugh from their father. “That’s not why I brought you.”

			“Why, then?”

			Grace moves to tuck her back into the bow so that she can face them, but has a sense of being watched, like something is out there, just out of sight, on the horizon. So she sits sideways instead. She scans the water for a moment, sensing some terrible menace, searching for the pop of white sails belonging to foreign privateers. They’ll have no chance of outpacing a galley in this small vessel.

			“Tell me,” Eóin says, “what kind of weather we will have today.”

			Donal has spent as much of his life outdoors as Grace. He, too, has explored every forest and pasture, every cliff, stream, and glade on Clare Island. So when he looks to the sky, then in each direction, he says with utter confidence, “Clear and warm.”

			“Explain why.”

			“The air is still, nary a gust of wind. No storm clouds in any direction. And even if there were, it would take hours to reach us. ’Tis a perfect day for hiking. For fishing.”

			As if voicing their agreement, a flock of small birds squawk by them merrily, headed farther west out to sea. They call to one another as they graze the surface of the water in search of fish, their charcoal bodies nearly blending into the darker water. They look to be dancing, the way they spin and swirl on top of each cresting wave.

			“He’s wrong,” Grace says, turning away from the birds, astonished by her own certainty.

			Eóin scowls. “Why do you say that?”

			“Those are petrels.”

			“So?” Donal asks. “They live their entire lives at sea. And they’re going away from land.”

			“They never come in during a storm. They only come in to breed,” she argues.

			“That doesn’t make your case, bird. Why do you think Donal is wrong?”

			“I cannot explain it…I…” She gives her father a desperate look. “I can only feel it. It feels wrong to be out here in this boat right now. Something is coming for us.”

			Eóin humors her by searching the horizon. “No one is out there.”

			The smile that creeps across his face feels mocking to her.

			“Not someone. Something. There is a storm coming, Da. And we need to be at home when it hits. Don’t tell me I’m being silly. The water is too cold and too dark. The air feels heavy and smells like—”

			Grace stops herself, realizing how ridiculous she sounds.

			But her father leans forward. “Smells like what, bird?”

			“Never mind.”

			Donal inhales deeply. “It only smells like salt and water.”

			“Tell me,” Eóin orders.

			Grace turns her back to them. Closes her eyes. Breathes through her nose. The scent is familiar to her. Oddly comforting, even. But it does not belong here. It makes no sense.

			“Gráinne.” Her father’s voice is deeper now. Demanding.

			“It smells like wet earth. Like a freshly tilled garden row.” Once more she looks at him, pleading. “We have to go in now.”

			Grace expects scorn but sees only steel on his face. Perhaps disappointment. Perhaps he thinks her a fool. “Is there anything else?” he asks.

			She shakes her head, but too quickly.

			“What is it?”

			There is one last thing that she’s afraid to admit. Something that has echoed in her ears since first setting foot outside the tower this morning. But it is impossible. Horses. Running madly and free. A distant thunder of hooves, not clouds.

			“Nothing,” Grace tells her father. “There is nothing.”

			She wonders if he sees the heat in her face, the way her own skin betrays the lie. He watches as she sets her fingers over her ears to muffle the sound of those faraway steeds. His eyes narrow.

			“Then back the mizzen,” Eóin orders.

			Grace reaches out to ease the mizzen sheet until the wind pushes against its back side. She holds it there as the stern swings out and the bow rotates southward, then eastward, turning the boat toward land. All the while Eóin stares at her, reading something in her expression.

			“How bad do you think this storm will be, bird?”

			The turn complete, she releases the mizzen sheet, then trims it for their new point of sail. The wind is now at her back, blowing hair into her eyes, but still she does not look away from her father. This is the kind of storm she has always wanted. Until now.

			“It will be terrible,” she tells him.
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			Later that night, Eóin walks into the bedchamber he shares with Maeve. He was born to a life at sea, has been on water since before he could walk on land. But no captain’s quarters can compare to his wife’s warm body and a feather mattress.

			“You were right,” Eóin says.

			Maeve lies directly in the center of their big curtained bed, taking her half out of the middle. She lies perfectly still, the slight whoosh of her breath sliding in and out her nose. He thinks she’s asleep, that she doesn’t hear him approach or peel off his clothing.

			But she surprises him by murmuring, “I am always right. But why this time?”

			He climbs into the bed and pulls his wife against his chest. “Gráinne has the Sense.”

			Maeve goes still, then flinches when a crash of lightning hits the beach, rattling the walls of the tower house. By the time they reached Clare Island, the wind had risen and the waves were so choppy that Donal had leaned over the edge and emptied his stomach. The last time Eóin could remember a storm like this was the night their daughter was born. He’d felt it coming this morning; he knows what it means when his skin crawls, when his neck aches for no reason.

			Rain lashes the walls around them like a whip. Thunder pounds the air, rattling the slate roof tiles. He can feel it in his body like a battering ram. He thinks of Gráinne up in her garret, listening, knowing she was right.

			“I hadn’t expected her to have it,” he says.

			“Why?” Maeve asks. “She is your daughter. More so than mine, it seems.”

			“My own da didn’t have the Sense. Only my grandfather. And his before him. Skips a generation, I was told. And even then, I’ve never heard of it coming to a girl. Much less one so young. Manannán is usually stingy with his gifts.” He lies with his thoughts for a moment before adding, “But she has them all.”

			“All of what?”

			“All the ways to sense a storm. She could feel it and smell it. I think she could even hear it, though she wouldn’t admit as much.”

			Maeve turns to him, her face in shadow. “How does one hear a storm? Thunder? That doesn’t seem so rare.”

			Eóin pulls her closer so her head is tucked beneath his chin. “Horses. It sounds like horses running just out of sight. My grandfather called it Manannán’s steed. You can hear them, even miles out to sea. I’ve been told the sound can drive men mad when they don’t know what it means.”

			“You’ve heard these horses?”

			“Barely enough times to count on one hand. Thrice when I was young. Once on the day Gráinne was born. And again this morning, before the sun rose.”

			Maeve lifts herself onto one elbow. “What does this mean?”

			Eóin O’Malley, Chief of the Name, has not let his wife see him cry since the night Donal was presented to him. Now—as then—they are tears of apology. “It means that she will be in danger for the rest of her life.”
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			Grace is thirty-five years old

			
			The sun is a bloody disk dropping toward the horizon when Clare Island comes into view. A cry of relief goes up from the handful of O’Flaherty farmers and cottiers who spent the voyage on deck. Most, however, have chosen to hide below, crammed in amongst The Mary Fortune’s purloined cargo.

			Grace is amused by those who dislike sailing. Who mistrust the ocean. Who toss their stomachs after mere moments on board. Murray, as usual, is one of them.

			“I’ve never understood why you hate this,” she tells him, then turns her face to the sky and throws her arms wide.

			“It hates me,” Murray says, then grinds his teeth together. He curses as they crest a wave. “Unnatural, isn’t it?”

			“What could be more natural than the ocean?”

			“Staying on land. Where we belong.” He shakes his head. “The sea isn’t meant for us, Gráinne.”

			“Why?”

			“Tastes bad. Too big. Countless things in there that want to kill me.”

			“Nothing wants to kill you, Murray.”

			“I can feel the damn thing plotting my death right now.”

			If he wasn’t so utterly seasick, she would have thought he was trying to be funny. But this voyage—same as all the others Murray has undertaken at her command—has left him miserable, and she would banish him belowdecks if that didn’t make his nausea worse. So he loiters on deck, useless, irritating her with his gagging and moaning.

			But now they are almost home. These familiar waters settle her mind, ease the tightness in her chest.

			Beside her, Finn laughs suddenly.

			Grace is so startled by the sound that she turns to him.

			He scratches at his chin, still chuckling. “What was it you told the crew of The Mary Fortune when we boarded her on Lough Corrib?” he asks, patting the gunwale like some affectionate father. “That they could keep the ship, the cargo, or their lives?”

			“You think it funny? They certainly didn’t laugh.”

			The poor inexperienced crew of The Mary Fortune had thrown up their hands in surrender and let themselves be bound and taken below. Only once they’d made it through Galway Harbor had Grace brought them back on deck, where they’d been released and the whole lot of them dove into the water and swam for shore.

			“Why give them a choice?”

			“ ’Tis what my father does,” she says with a shrug.

			Grace turns back to the dark hulking form of Clare Island and shifts the tiller so they begin their tack around the northwestern shoreline. The sandstone and shale cliffs look like jagged teeth rising from the sea, ready to snag any errant ship and chew it to pieces. Perhaps Murray isn’t so strange in his distrust of sailing, after all.

			“Had you taken a ship before this one?” Finn asks.

			“Never taken, only boarded. And not for many years.”

			“Then how did you know it would work?”

			“It always works,” she says, then thinks of something her father told her during that first raid. “As long as you’re willing to follow through.”

			“So if they had chosen the ship or the cargo?”

			Grace shrugs. “ ’Tis a good thing they opted for their lives.”

			The Mary Fortune is a decent vessel, though fat and shallow. Meant for hauling cargo across vast stretches of open water instead of nimbly maneuvering the tides, sandbars, and scattered islands of western Connaught. It has taken twenty hours to make the voyage from Bunowen. And while Grace is thankful for the great lumbering whale, it feels strange to be at this helm. Ill-fitting. Like wearing someone else’s boots. But, she thinks, with a few modifications, it will be a fine addition to the fleet.

			“Will you keep her name?” Finn asks.

			“No, I’ll change it.”

			“To what?”

			“I don’t yet know. But she’s an Irish ship now and she deserves an Irish name.”

			An hour later, Grace signals to the watchman on her father’s dock. Lanterns spring to life, one after another, up the hill toward the tower house. Yellow puddles of light illuminate the sturdy stone dock as the crew eases The Mary Fortune into her berth. As soon as it glides to a stop, Grace leaps onto the dock, but the rock is slick and one foot slides out from under her. If not for the watchman and his quick reflexes, she would go flying. But his iron grip clamps onto her arm.

			“If you’re here to see The O’Malley, you’re early. He isn’t receiving visitors until tomorrow,” he says.

			Grace steadies herself and retreats a step so that she can make out his face in the dark. “I did not realize I needed an appointment to see my own father.”

			A bit of stunned silence and then, “Gráinne?”

			She recognizes that voice. It has grown more gravelly, but there’s no mistaking her father’s first mate. “Sivney?”

			“Oh, your da will be pleased to see you. And your mam as well. The children have been after me all week, wondering when you would send for them.”

			She grins. She cannot help it. Grace had stuffed away the part of her that ached for Young Eóin and Margaret and Merrick since she sent them away.

			“That eager to get away, are they?”

			“On the contrary.” Sivney laughs. “They’re begging to stay longer.”

			“Well.” She clears her throat. “I fear that wish will be granted.”

			“What ha—”

			Sivney is interrupted when a great wall of body shoves him aside. Then Grace is lifted off her feet and spun around. But she cannot make sense of his face in the dark. Not with all that beard. Not until she sees the gap between his teeth.

			“Gutty!”

			He sets her down, then sets a hand atop her head as though he’s petting a cat. “Tá.”

			“Look at you! You’re a giant! When did that happen?”

			He ducks his head. “Ah, listen,” he says, looking over her shoulder at the growing mass of villagers gathering on deck The Mary Fortune. “I know you’ve just arrived but—”

			“Mam!”

			“Mam!”

			“Mam!”

			Her name in triplicate echoes across the dock, along with the slap of bare feet on wet stone.

			“Don’t run!” she orders her children. “It’s slick and you’ll—”

			“Shite!” Gutty lunges toward Margaret as she goes careening over the edge of the dock.

			He plucks Margaret from the air before she can drop the ten feet to the water, grumbling something about “these children” and “death of me” and “fecking wild banshees.” But she hears laughter in his voice.

			First Eóin plows into Grace. Then Merrick. And it’s a henhouse of chatter, each excited interruption drowning out the last.

			“What took you so long?” Young Eóin, in that new deep voice she’s not adjusted to.

			“I love it here!” Margaret, lilting and brimming with laughter, as usual.

			“I don’t want to go! You can’t make me!” Merrick, always stubborn.

			“Ssshhh. You’ll wake the dead,” Grace says, then thinks she might cry now that she’s finally home, in the place she loves most.

			It’s been no more than a week but her children have grown like weeds. Taller and rangier. Eóin, so like her own father. And Margaret so like herself. It amazes her, still, whenever she sees them again after any length of time. Only Merrick looks like his father’s people. Such an O’Flaherty—all wiry and cunning, even though he is barely ten—that she wonders how he came from her at all. Had she not carried and born him, she would never believe it. He’s looking at her, his face framed by light from the nearest lantern, and those dark eyes remind her so much of her husband’s that she winces. She is not prepared for this.

			Their father is dead.

			And she must be the one to tell them.

			Grace pulls them tighter. Inhales the scent of Margaret’s soap and Merrick’s skin, like a wet puppy, all boyish and sweaty. And Eóin? He smells of leather and bread and ashes, like he’s been at the ovens with Cook all day. He smells like a man.

			Grace clears her throat. “I—”

			“Gráinne.”

			She scowls. “Gutty. Please. I need—”

			“Your father.”

			“Yes. I do need him. But not for this. I need to tell my children—”

			“Gráinne.” It is the first time that she has ever heard her name spoken like an order from him. Look at me, it demands. And she does. “Your father is very ill. And if you want to speak with him again”—Gutty hesitates—“ever again, you need to come with me right now.”
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			“I am dying, bird.”

			Eóin O’Malley, Chief of the Name, husband and father and grandfather, is sitting up in the big canopied bed that he has shared with Maeve since he brought her to this tower house almost forty years ago. And there is Gráinne, looking stricken as she approaches.

			“Da,” she says, her voice cracking.

			He swats at the word as though it’s some bothersome midge. “Was bound to happen, wasn’t it?”

			“No.” She shakes her head. “Never. Not to you.”

			Eóin has always known he would die. One day. But he only accepted that fact in theory. He knows that time steals everything, but death had belonged to some distant future. He’d thought himself more likely to die on a raid with a sword in his hand or while confiscating an English vessel at sea. Yet here he is, dying for no good reason at all. Betrayed by his own body. He is bent and thin now, brow beaded with sweat and chest working too hard to draw each breath. The indignity of it infuriates him.

			He pats the bed. “Come here, bird.”

			Gráinne crawls onto the mattress like a child, and he aches at the sight.

			“How long have you been sick?” she asks.

			“Almost a year.”

			The answer from across the room, in a chair beside the fire. Maeve. Sounding as if she carries some great weight upon her shoulders. Lines run like cobwebs around her eyes, and her hair has tamed, a dying fire streaked with pale ash. Even now she takes his breath away.

			“Mam! I didn’t see you. I’m sorry. I—” Gráinne moves to get off the bed and go embrace her mother.

			“Stay with your da.”

			Eóin’s dry, cold hand covers hers.

			“The fleet,” Eóin says, then coughs. It is a wet gurgling in his chest, a phlegmy weight pulling his lungs inward. He hacks. Swallows. “We need to talk about the fleet.”

			“Not now. It can wait.”

			Again that cough, harder now. “There is no time, bird. The fleet must go to you.”

			“Niamh?”

			“And the others.”

			“Da, I—”

			“Every sloop and ketch and yawl. Every rowboat. You are to take possession of them all, do you understand?”

			“No. Why?”

			“Because you have the Sense.”

			He thinks that Gráinne is going to lie and say she doesn’t know what he’s talking about. But the decision forms in her eyes, like the fluttering of a moth’s wing. Gráinne knows that he is dying—she sees it now—and she does not want to lie to him.

			“You know what I mean,” he urges.

			She nods.

			“You hear them, don’t you? The horses?”

			“Usually there is only one.”

			The gentle stroking of his thumb against her hand stills. “They have always come to me in a herd.”

			“Because you are stronger, Da. Because you are chieftain.”

			“No. Hearing just the one is the truest sign of the gift.”

			“It doesn’t feel like a gift.”

			“ ’Tis meant to save your life, bird. Do not despise it.”

			A sob breaks from her chest and she leans forward until her brow rests on his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

			“Because I was afraid.”

			“Of Manannán?” she asks, and he can hear the bitterness in her voice.

			He shakes his head. “No. Of you.”

			Gráinne pulls away and looks at him.

			“I have always been afraid of you,” he says.

			“ ’Tis true,” Maeve agrees. “The damnedest thing I’ve ever seen, a big man like that, terrified of a sprite like you.”

			Eóin has rarely seen his daughter cry, and then only in rage. But there is no anger in the tears that slide down her face now. These are tracks made by grief, and he is devastated to be the cause of them.

			“I knew you had the Sense that day I took you and Donal on the water. You could feel the storm coming and he could not. But I was still fool enough to believe that I could spare you this calling. I was wrong. About so much. I cannot change the choices I made on your behalf, bird, but I can do this one thing. I can ensure that the O’Malley legacy does not die with me. The fleet must go to you. You will keep us powerful by land and sea.”

			She recites the motto emblazoned on the family crest. “ ‘Terra marique potens.’ ”

			“Think of me, bird,” Eóin whispers, “when you hear Manannán’s steed.”
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			Grace falls asleep in a chair beside her father’s big canopied bed, her head resting on the mattress, her hand gripping his. She wakes to the sound of a chair being dragged across the floor. Then a thump, and a groan as someone settles into it.

			It takes a moment to remember where she is, to blink the cobwebs from her eyes, but when she does, she finds her brother watching quietly. Donal looks older now. Not old like their father, but certainly no longer young. And that means she must look the same to him. Does she also have lines around her eyes? Silver streaks at her temples?

			“You knew?” Grace asks.

			He nods.

			“Why didn’t you say anything when you came for the children?”

			Eóin’s voice answers. “Because I told him not to.”

			She glares at her brother. “I see your loyalties have shifted.”

			Their father is sitting upright, the color bright in his cheeks as the sun streams across his face. He looks content. Happy. One hand still holds hers, and the other a steaming cup of mulled wine. He takes a sip and winces. His throat is sore.

			They’ve all let her sleep through the night. The day feels bright and calm. When Grace tries to draw back, Eóin grips her hand tighter, his first real sign of strength since she arrived.

			“You would keep your death from me?” she asks.

			“Of course not,” he says. “Only my illness.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you would have rushed back here. And your people needed you.”

			“They are not my people, Da.”

			“Tell that to the one hundred and seventeen new inhabitants of my island. Because they certainly do not swear allegiance to me.” Too many words too quickly. Her father coughs, his breath shallow.

			“You heard?”

			“I called for your men to give a report while you slept.”

			“Which one?”

			“Wouldn’t know. Can’t tell the bastards apart.”

			That makes her smile. “The Murray twins. I never heard them.”

			“They seemed quite unwilling to wake you. But they informed me of all that has happened since you sent the children. Your husband’s death. Hen’s Castle.” He raises an eyebrow. “The Mary Fortune. Rory usurping the title. They explained the arrival of my new tenants, and that hundreds more are expected by land in the coming weeks. We will have to spread them across Clare, Achill, and Westport. One of your twins mentioned you haven’t gotten more than a few hours of sleep in the last four days. Maybe longer.”

			Grace rubs her eyes and arches her back. “A peril of the job, I suppose.”

			“ ’Tis hard, being chieftain,” he says, and the room grows entirely still.

			Donal shifts in the chair beside her, and some long look passes between them. Her brother asks a question with his eyes. Eóin shakes his head.

			“It was made rather clear to me that I am no such thing, Da.”

			“There is little we can do about the O’Flaherty succession right now,” he tells her. “But something must be done about the O’Malleys. I have days, bird.”

			“No. We don’t have to do this now.”

			Donal’s voice is steady when he speaks. “We do, in fact. Now is the only time.”

			“I have chosen my successor,” Eóin says, and his voice sounds thick and wet.

			Grace sighs. “That does not mean the clan will agree.”

			“If I have anything to say about it, they will,” he tells her.

			“The leaders are gathering here today,” Donal says. “Both to pay their respects and to receive Da’s suggestion.”

			“I will put forth a name and they must consider it. I will not leave this to chance, bird. You must trust me.”

			Grace opens her mouth to say that of course she trusts him, but then she remembers that her father married her off to a man she did not love. All the begging in the world had not changed his mind. Now she is widowed and clanless, with three children. So she simply offers a weak smile and squeezes his hand.
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			Maeve watches her daughter as they walk along the beach. Gráinne seems hollowed out somehow, slightly less herself.

			“They didn’t cry, Mam. When I told them about their da. Not one of those children shed a single tear,” she says. “Not even Merrick. And he the most like his father.”

			“It doesn’t mean anything.”

			“Please don’t lie to me. At best, it means they did not love him. At worst, they are relieved he’s dead.”

			“And what if they are?” Maeve asks. “The fault certainly does not lie with you.”

			“Then who?”

			Maeve is startled at the emotion in her own voice. “Me. I knew that O’Flaherty was the wrong match. Knew it in my soul. And I did not fight hard enough to change your father’s mind.”

			“Have you ever met anyone that could?” Gráinne asks.

			“If ever there was, it would be me. And I failed you. I am sorry.”

			They walk barefoot in the gentle surf. Rocks and sand scratching the arches of their feet, but they pay it little mind. A great lumbering wolfhound trots beside them, stopping every so often to shove his snout into piles of dried kelp.

			“Is that one of Bran’s?” Gráinne asks.

			“A grandson, I think. But we’ve kept the name. It fits. They’re all Bran as far as we’re concerned.”

			Her daughter’s eyes soften at the memory of Donal’s beloved childhood dog.

			“No wonder the children love it here,” she says. “Their father never let them have a pet.”

			Maeve takes Gráinne’s hand. “If his children do not weep for him, then that is his own fault.”

			They walk on for some time, quiet, before Maeve points to The Mary Fortune. Gutty and the Murray twins are busy sanding off the painted lettering of her name.

			“What will you call her?” Maeve asks.

			A pretty smile flashes across Gráinne’s face. “I thought it would be nice to give her your mother’s name.”

			“Caoimhe?”

			“I think it’s the name she already has.”

			“Well, she certainly is short,” Maeve says. “And fat.”

			“I would have described her as a mother hen.”

			They wander on, laughing. After a while Maeve clears her throat. “It will be hours yet before your father is done meeting with the clan.”

			“I wish they would not exhaust him.”

			“Don’t begrudge him these final duties. ’Tis what he was born to do. And in the meantime, we must discuss Young Eóin.”

			“What of him?”

			“ ’Tis time he goes to fosterage.”

			“I know.”

			“Then why haven’t you sent him?”

			“I didn’t want him to become more of an O’Flaherty than he already is.”

			“He is fourteen, Gráinne.”

			“I wasn’t sent until thirteen. And Donal was older than that.”

			“Only because your father refused to let you go any sooner. And Donal refused to go without you. It wasn’t until you—”

			“I remember when he sent me,” Gráinne snaps, her words laced with bitterness.

			“ ’Tis long past time. Same for Margaret. And Merrick. You must not coddle them any longer.”

			“Their father is dead. They have been moved to a strange place. And now you would have me send them away altogether? Do you intend for them to hate me as well?”

			Maeve has thought about this every day since her grandchildren arrived at Clare. “Donal has only daughters.”

			“I know.”

			“Your sons lay claim to the chieftaincy of two clans, Gráinne. Merrick is O’Flaherty to the bone, despite your attempts to train that out of him, so he’ll need to foster with his own people. But Young Eóin? He may well be asked to carry on the legacy of his namesake one day. He must be prepared.”

			“And how am I to do that?”

			“You send him to Ulster,” Maeve says. “To foster with the O’Neill clan.”

			“Why not the MacMahons? They are closer. Just north of Achill.”

			Maeve shakes her head. “The MacMahons hate us, Gráinne, and for good reason. Your father has prevented them from taking an inch of our territory. Despite their best efforts. No alliance can be formed there—they will only look for opportunities at betrayal. Young Eóin should go to the O’Neills.”

			“So far? You would send him north? Nearly two hundred miles away?”

			“I would send him where we need allies. To a larger, more powerful clan. There will come a time when our survival depends on the northern clans, Gráinne. The English queen has taken much from us already. Do not think she will stop by stealing your husband’s chieftaincy.”

			“I have no husband,” she says.

			“And that is something else we must discuss.”

			When Gráinne doesn’t respond, Maeve says, “Margaret should go to Castle Bourke on Lough Carra. She can shore up our alliances inland.”

			Maeve can see it then, the way her daughter stiffens, how her spine grows straight and her eyes narrow as they look across the bay.

			“I am happy to make these arrangements,” Maeve says. “If you will let me.”

			Gráinne turns on her. Crosses her arms. “Are there any other arrangements that I should know about? At this rate, I fear you’ll have me married off again within the week.”

			“I think you should consider it.”

			She snorts. “I hated it the first time.”

			“And I would never suggest you accept a bad match again.” Maeve raises a brow. “Certainly not The Joyce. Or that piss pot Rory.”

			“Can I not just be widowed? ’Tis only been a week.”

			Maeve changes tactics. “You have been gone for many years, Gráinne. And much has changed. Clare is an impressive stronghold. But when your father dies, it will become vulnerable. The first to come sniffing out our weaknesses will be the MacMahons. They will take any opportunity to seize these waters. They have long controlled Caher Island to the south. And they want Clare as well.”

			“I cannot see how my being married will stop that.”

			“It creates a bulwark. A new alliance.”

			“And I suppose you’ve got a solution in mind? A name already?”

			“As a matter of fact, I—”

			Gráinne turns on her heel and marches back toward the castle.
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			Eóin sits before the hearth in his Great Hall later that evening. He allowed Donal to help him down the stairs, but insisted it be done before the clansmen entered for the feast. One by one, they came and paid their respects, all the leaders and bards, clergy and brehons spread throughout his lands. Every sept and minor chieftain. Now, gathered together, they will declare their new O’Malley.

			Eóin watched them all day, heads bent in small groups as they nodded and whispered. As they debated. Fierce negotiations cropped up hourly as this lesser chief or that proposed an alternative. Eóin’s choice, they argued, was controversial. Possibly weak. He watched but did not interfere as they formed a consensus. Finally, they have a name. And it is his duty to declare it.

			The feast is over. All have drunk their fill, but few have gotten drunk. That will happen later, after the declaration, once the gathering has spread onto the lawn and the fires are lit.

			It takes all Eóin’s strength to gather himself and rise to his feet. There is no need to call them to attention. The room falls silent and every head turns in his direction. Time slips away and for the length of one breath he feels young again, like he did when his own father stood and passed the torch. Forty years, gone in a blink.

			Another chair flanks the roaring fire and he takes two shuffling steps forward until he stands before it.

			“I will be the first to declare my loyalty,” he says, and his voice wavers enough to bother him. “But I will not be the last.”

			Eóin sweeps his arm wide to indicate the packed room, the countless standing men. Then he lowers that hand to the head of the man who sits before him.

			“By the sea god Manannán and the tides that guard our shores, I swear my fealty to you, my son, Dónal na Píopa Ó Mháille, the true-chosen Chief of the Name of the clan O’Malley, now lord of my lands. With my will and my sword, I swear to defend our clan, to sail under your banner, and to uphold the honor of our name against all enemies that come against us, by land or sea. My blade and my oar are yours to command. You have my allegiance until death or your word releases me. I declare you The O’Malley.”

			“The O’Malley!”

			The call rises in unison throughout the room as Eóin bows his head to his one and only son. For once, Donal’s emotions are hidden behind a stoic facade.

			“I receive your oath,” Donal says, and then offers the barest trembling smile. “Da.”

			One by one, the men gathered rise to form a line and repeat Eóin’s words. He knows that his face is streaked with sweat and pain, but all the men present give him the honor of returning to his seat by his own strength. He looks up in search of Maeve. But her head is bowed and her eyes are closed. Gráinne, however, meets his gaze directly, her stormy eyes filled with tears.
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			“Dance with me, Gráinne.”

			Donal holds his arm out and motions with his fingers.

			He knows that she wants to refuse him. His sister is exhausted by this long day, this even longer week. He can see the strain of two full decades wearing on her tonight. She would like nothing more than to crawl into her old bed in the garret room and fall into a well-earned sleep.

			Gráinne has a role to play, however, and the clansmen are watching closely. Some of them had floated her name instead of Donal’s. He knows that. Eóin knew it would happen as well. Some in the clan argued that she not only deserved the title by right of descent as Eóin’s legitimate heir, but has earned it by her actions at Bunowen. By now they’ve all heard the story of Hen’s Castle, and many others, thanks to the O’Flahertys who came with her. Should Gráinne refuse this dance, it will be seen as opposition to his leadership. Perhaps even a direct challenge.

			Eóin instructed them even in this.

			Powerful by land and sea.

			So his sister bows her head and takes his hand and allows herself to be led to the front of the line. Dancers stretch across the lawn, tapping their feet, waiting. They will not begin until The O’Malley is in place.

			The rinnce fada, the long dance.

			It is tradition that he lead it.

			Men on one side and women on the other, and when the music starts—pipes and lutes and lyres—Donal and Gráinne step into the motions they were taught so long ago during their fosterage. He is pleased that his mind and muscles remember the steps, how to kick up onto his toes, then swing out again, how the dancers pinch together in groups of four, the fingers of their left hands touching at the center.

			“I did not think Da’s plan would work,” Donal whispers into her ear when they come together again.

			“You doubted him?” she asks.

			“Never. But I do not trust the clansmen. Too many of them opposed my selection.”

			“That is the process. They push and provoke, looking for weakness.”

			“I did not hear the word weakness mentioned when your name was offered,” he says.

			Gráinne shakes her head. “Only because my name would have never been seriously considered. The law forbids it.”

			“The law can be voided. The English queen taught us that.”

			“I am no queen, Donal.”

			He looks at her long and hard. “Are you not?” he asks.

			She smacks his shoulder. “Don’t tease. I am too tired for games.”

			Out and in again they swing. Up and down they kick their feet. Little clusters of people, all around the bonfire, most of them laughing and stumbling from their drink.

			“That is why Da crafted the plan as he did,” she says. “He knew they would name you chieftain as long as they could be assured the fleet was safe. There is no law that says I cannot be captain.”

			He frowns at her.

			“What?” she asks.

			“We both know that I am chieftain in name only, Gráinne. ’Tis you they will look to. You who will live on Clare and guard the bay.”

			The song ends with a flourish and they take their bow, stepping away from each other.

			Gráinne shakes her head. “You underestimate yourself.”

			“We have never lied to each other,” he says. “Let’s not start now.”

			There is a polite clearing of a throat; then his mother steps between them. She is older now, but still lovely, in a brittle kind of way.

			“I have told you for years, son, this one lies as though it is her native tongue.”

			“Mam,” he says, then flashes his sister an apologetic half smile.

			“At least your father saw that in the end. Did the right thing.” Aisling smiles sweetly. “The question is, will you?”

			Gráinne tenses but says nothing. They have not spoken since the day his mother carved that scar on her throat.

			Donal lowers his voice and sets a hand on his mother’s arm. “This is not the time for your petty—”

			Aisling motions toward the tower house but looks at Gráinne. “The moment that old bastard dies, I will see your mother turned into the dirt where she belongs.”

			“You will do no such thing,” Donal snaps.

			Heads turn.

			People stare.

			“Gráinne will reside here, as is her right.”

			Aisling flinches. “I will not be subject to her.”

			His mother cannot let it go. Not even now that he has gained the title she strived for his entire life. Perhaps it was never love for Donal that drove her, but hatred toward Eóin.

			“Indeed you will not. You will come with me to Westport,” he says, then sighs. “Clare belongs to Gráinne.”
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			Eóin O’Malley, Chief of the Name, the twenty-ninth man to carry that mantle, dies in the night, holding his wife’s hand. Grace holds the other, and she feels him slip away. All night she has kept her thumb pressed against the inside of his wrist, counting the stuttering beats of his heart, and her breath catches when they cease. She prays for them to pick up once more so that she can tell him again that she loves him, that she forgives him.

			But her father is gone.

			Maeve, stretched out on the bed beside him, sobs quietly.

			Donal is here too, but across the room, set away from them as always. His head drops.

			Grace kisses her father’s brow, then her mother’s. She sets one hand on Donal’s shoulder and leaves the privy chamber.

			Up or down, up or down? she asks herself.

			To her children and her bed, finally?

			Or to the sea?

			Instinct makes the decision for her, and she walks barefoot and numb out of the castle, across the lawn, all the way to the cliff overlooking Clew Bay. She stares into the broad dark sky. The stars are spread above her like yarrow petals thrown onto a blanket.

			Grace feels both light and heavy. As though she could fly, or sink into the earth. Wings and roots, all at once. The chaos of grief and exhaustion assails her, and a sob rises in her throat.

			“I hate you for taking him from me,” she tells Manannán.

			Oh, bird, he was not yours to keep.
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			Grace spins the fede ring around her right thumb. Spins and spins that metal circle as the O’Malley clansmen file into St. Brigid’s Abbey. The church is two miles from the tower house, on the southern shore of the island. The mourners walked together in a large, somber group, led by the bier carrying her father’s coffin. Even in his old and frail state, it took six men to carry him to this, his final resting place.

			Eóin’s coffin lies on a trestle table at the end of the chancel. The O’Malley banner is draped across the simple wooden box. Candles light the space, whispers fill the silence.

			A friar performs the funeral ceremony, his rich baritone echoing familiar Latin off the vaulted ceiling. She stares at two images painted on the far wall, dragon and archer, her favorite figures in this church. She thinks of all the days spent in a church like this near Rockfleet Castle, on a similar bench with Donal and Richard as Father MacKenna beat the Latin into them—sometimes quite literally. She hears the words of this friar now, and understands them all, but cannot account for the sudden hatred that rises in her toward the other priest. Yes, Father MacKenna had been cruel to her. It was his job. She hates him today because he did that job so well, because her mind grasps each and every word of this farewell to her father.

			The Requiem Aeternam and the Collecta.

			The Dies Irae and the Domine Iesu Christe.

			The Libera Me.

			She recognizes each part of the service, even as her mind wanders.

			Her father is dead and he will be laid to rest in this chancel.

			Her husband is dead and she has no idea where his body lies.

			Her children sit beside her, lost to this language, but still and quiet regardless. Even Merrick. No pinching or poking his siblings today.

			There are almost seven hundred people crammed into the abbey. Every seat is taken. Dozens stand along the walls and at the back. Most are clansmen, come to see The O’Malley laid to rest. But there are others present today as well. Ambassadors from neighboring clans. Chieftains. Friends. Emissaries. Even the MacMahons have sent a representative.

			Grace stands when expected. Bows her head. Watches as a stone slab is lifted from the floor with great thick ropes. She holds herself together as the priest chants a final hymn. She does not flinch when her father’s coffin is lowered into the hole. St. Brigid’s Abbey is quiet as a final breath when that stone clangs into place again, sealing Eóin inside.

			The priest finishes the service and Grace remains standing as the villagers and clansmen rise to form a line outside the abbey. Then the family makes their long procession through the long path of mourners.

			Someone grabs her wrist. “No woman should be chieftain,” a man growls into her ear before she can register his face. Then he releases her and slips into the crowd.

			She spins in a half circle, trying to find him. An oily sensation settles into the pit of her stomach.

			When Grace steps outside, she takes a deep, needed breath of cool air. It is late afternoon and her gaze is drawn—as if by instinct—to a single face. A man. Dark and blue eyed, with a smile for her alone.

			Richard Bourke.

			In his chainmail shirt. It is no longer loose in the shoulders or hips. Richard in Iron, indeed.

			“Gráinne,” he says, stepping forward and pulling her into a warm embrace. He ignores everyone around them. Maeve and Donal and all the children. “I was grieved to hear word of your father.”

			“Your last letter,” she whispers so only he can hear. “I meant to respond. I—”

			“You’ve been quite busy.”

			There, the hint of a smile tugging at his lips.

			“Da!” a small voice interrupts them. Then a hand reaches up to grab his sleeve. “Da!”

			A boy, perhaps four years old. Richard bends down and picks him up. Confusion must register on her face, because he clears his throat and says, “My son, Edmund.”

			Richard has never mentioned a son in any of his letters. The grief hits her first. Then anger. Then a sadness so deep she thinks that it must be connected—on some level at least—to the loss of her father. There is no other explanation for so many emotions all at once. And they must be racing across her face, because Richard’s eyes seem to follow them and his expression falls.

			Grace forces herself to smile but it does not reach her eyes. And what reason does she have to be upset? Theirs was a romance that never had any real chance to bloom. Twenty years she has been off doing what was required of her. She had no right to think he would wait for her. And if he has a son, it means that he also has a wife somewhere in this crowd. But Grace does not have the heart for that introduction. Not today.

			“I see that you have been busy as well,” she says, then shifts away from him and moves toward the endless line of mourners. One look over her shoulder, one nod of dismissal. “Richard.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1588

				“The Spanish Armada”
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			Grace is fifty-eight years old

			
			She has been dragging bodies off the beach since dawn. Thirty-seven drowned men. It’s the living Spaniards that are cause for concern, however. Just over one hundred wary, waterlogged sailors, some of them injured, others ready to fight their way off Clare Island.

			“They think we’re going to kill them,” Finn mutters as they drop the body of a squat man onto a patch of blooming sea spurrey. The dark foliage spills directly from a crevice in the rock, its delicate pink flowers scattering beneath the weight of the Spaniard’s corpse.

			“We might yet,” she confesses.

			“Might? Gráinne, we can’t let them—” Finn stops himself. Frowns. “Not with Bingham sniffing around.”

			Grace studies the man at her feet. She has always thought that the drowned look surprised, their eyes frozen wide, as if it never occurred to them that the sea might swallow them whole.

			Word had arrived in the night that the wreckage of a great square-rigged merchantman emblazoned with the name El Gran Grin had washed up on the shore a mile south of St. Brigid’s Abbey. Bodies were strewn as far as the eye could see, or so claimed the messenger. He must be nearsighted, because Grace thinks this a low number of casualties given the size of the Spanish ship.

			“It’s a beast, Gráinne,” her messenger had said. “I counted twenty-eight guns.”

			The long-rumored Spanish Armada had indeed set sail for England earlier that summer. They’d left Lisbon in July, rounded the Bay of Biscay, and entered the English Channel a week later. Skirmishes along the coast through early August. They’d been headed for Calais, to join forces with the Duke of Parma in the Netherlands. From there they had planned to launch a crushing attack on England. But the Spanish were caught unawares by English forces and scattered. They never reached London, never unleashed the planned assault. The entire Armada—almost one hundred and thirty ships carrying thirty thousand men—retreated into the North Sea to regroup. After rounding the northern coast of Scotland near the Orkney Islands, they turned southwest along the Irish coast, where they aimed to give England a wide berth, then return to Spain. But fate had other plans. And doesn’t Grace know how that feels? To be at the helm, to be certain of a destination, only to have the sea itself turn against her. Well, the Spanish, mighty though they are, were no match for Manannán and the storm he unleashed upon them. For a week now, word has spread of nearly three dozen ships wrecked along the Irish coast, from Ulster all along Connaught and into Munster. Already, they are calling the storm “the Protestant Wind.” And now she has all these damned Spaniards spluttering and coughing up seawater on her beach, looking at her men, waiting to be run through with a sword.

			That would be the easier path. Bloodier—certainly—but easier.

			When Grace agreed to the terms set forth by O’Neill and O’Donnell, she never once considered that the Spanish would wash up on Clare Island. El Gran Grin must be at least sixteen hundred tons. Like a great, fat tortoise, she squats broken and battered on the rocks, the tide licking at her exposed ribs. Men hang dead from the rigging, from the gunwale. Cargo scattered. Crates and barrels floating on the water, smacking against the ship, bobbing their way ashore.

			She hears a man crying, another praying. Somewhere down the beach, a harsh laugh echoes off the rocks, the crazed kind of hysterics known only to those who have cheated death.

			Grace stands observing the melee, hands on her hips, disapproval drawing her brows tighter as a man in a padded velvet doublet and breeches watches her with interest. Silk hose and leather boots. A soaked waist-length coat and a morion helmet. Their captain, she thinks.

			Another few minutes and here he is trudging through the sand, two soldiers at his heels. He stops in front of Grace and she is mildly pleased to note that she must tilt her chin upward to meet his dark eyes. Even more pleased to see that they are warm and brown, with a heavy fringe of lashes. He is handsome, and he knows it. There was a time when she would have warmed to such a face, perhaps even taken pity or—in her weakest moments—taken interest. But Grace has long since learned her lesson with shipwrecked men. When his smile fails to have an obvious effect on her, he schools his expression into a look of deference.

			He bows slightly, then taps a finger to his chest. “Comandante.”

			She mimics the gesture. “Capitán.”

			“Español?” His face brightens.

			She holds her thumb and forefinger in a small pinching gesture and shakes her head. “Un poquito.”

			“Mi nombre es Don Pedro de Mendoza.”

			She smiles at this parley. “Gráinne Ní Mháille.”

			“Amiga?” he asks, and there is a hopefulness in his tone that makes her wince.

			Her lips tighten into a hard line. She shrugs.

			“Gráinne!”

			Grace turns to watch Gutty jog down the beach toward them. He arrives at her side, panting. He wipes a sleeve across his brow and glares at Commander Mendoza. “What are you doing?” he demands.

			“Talking.”

			Gutty’s hand twitches at his side near the scabbard where he keeps a lethal twelve-inch dagger. Mendoza shifts backward, his eyes narrowed.

			“Be careful,” Grace says, but keeps her voice light.

			“You can’t mean to help them?” Gutty asks.

			“I haven’t decided.”

			“You’ll sign the death warrant of everyone on this island.”

			“Look around, Gutty. Do you see any English? Because I don’t. We have time.”

			“Time to what? Where will you put”—he pauses to do a rough head count of the bedraggled sailors—“six dozen Spanish sailors? Where will you house them? How will you feed them?”

			“By my count it’s over eight dozen.” She glares at him. “And the decision isn’t yours regardless, but g’wan. Say whatever ’tis you’ve come to tell me.”

			“They aren’t worth our lives. A single villager lets slip that we’re harboring the wrecked crew of a Spanish galleon, and Bingham will raze this entire island. He’ll not be leaving one of us alive.”

			“And how will Bingham know?”

			“Because your brother sent word,” Gutty says. He reaches into his shirt and pulls out a letter. Hands it to her. “Bingham arrived in Westport last night. He’s been sent to eliminate the Spanish threat.”

			Commander Mendoza steps forward and reaches for her arm. Grace shifts away even as her men shift forward, blades drawn.

			“Por favor,” he says, then floods her with a torrent of pleas or promises. She doesn’t know which, because she can’t understand a word of it.

			Grace sighs. Curses.

			“Gather the others,” she tells Gutty. “It’s time to rid ourselves of these drowned rats.”
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			Sir Richard Bingham enters the Great Hall of Clare Castle, surrounded by guards. There are four men with him now, and another eight outside. Not enough to threaten her—not with the Murray twins beside her—but certainly enough to make his presence felt.

			Bingham has trimmed both hair and beard. Dressed for the occasion in a gray silk doublet and leather jerkin. Cloak and breeches and boots. He’s left the gloves behind, however. Too formal on a day he means to play soldier.

			He looks around the Great Hall and Grace feels the violation of his gaze—worse, in many ways, than the times he raked his eyes over her body while looking for some weakness. This is her home. Where she lives. The whitewashed walls and tapestries, the swept floors and heavy table do not seem to impress him. They wouldn’t. Bingham has spent much of his life at the English court, a place where everything is gilded.

			“This is an unexpected visit,” she says. Grace does not rise to greet him, but remains seated at the head of the table, hands folded in her lap. It has been two years since this man ordered the death of her eldest son, two years since he imprisoned her in Dublin Castle. “To what do I owe the honor? Governor?”

			“It was a mistake to release you from Bermingham Tower,” he says.

			“It was not your decision. As I recall.”

			“I had not realized The MacWilliam was your son-in-law.”

			“ ’Tis not my fault that you govern Connaught so poorly you do not know one chieftain from another.”

			“No. Perhaps not.” He moves to the hearth and inspects the tapestry that hangs above the heavy wooden mantel. It shows a hunting scene. Horsemen chasing a great tusked boar through the woods. The hunters carry bows, but every arrow flies wide of the boar as it escapes. “I would have thought you would commission a maritime scene.” He dismisses the tapestry with a flick of his wrist.

			“You do not know me at all. And I did not commission that tapestry. My father did. Now why are you on my island?”

			“I was told that you were summering here.”

			“Only the English use summer as a verb. How did you get to my island, Bingham?”

			A mean smile quirks the edge of his mouth as his men study Finn and Murray with narrowed eyes. “I had the great fortune of finding one of your kin in Westport. As I am here on official state business, he agreed to ferry myself and a handful of men across the bay so that we might discuss an issue of some importance.”

			Grace is quietly cursing her brother when Merrick steps into the room with a wary gaze.

			“Mam,” he says, striding to where she sits, and kisses her cheek. If Bingham were not watching, she would shrink from the feigned affection.

			Finn snorts loud enough for her to hear.

			“You brought him here?” she whispers.

			“I had little choice. He threatened to commandeer the Scian Catha otherwise,” Merrick tells her.

			Grace pulls away from her son’s embrace and asks, “And what took you to Westport?”

			Merrick shifts to stand by her shoulder, but it makes her uneasy. She pushes her chair back slightly so that she can see both him and Bingham.

			“A shipment of salt and wine arrived at Galway Harbor last week for Margaret.” He looks at Bingham to explain. “My sister is fond of French claret. I give her a case every year for her birthday. And since I was going to be at Rockfleet, it only made sense to stop at Westport and deliver The O’Malley’s cargo as well.”

			“And what has The O’Malley been importing?” Bingham asks.

			Merrick hesitates for the length of one breath, then lies easily. “Silk and wine and spices, by the look of it. And ruby port, if I know my uncle. It wasn’t whiskey in those barrels.”

			In fact, Grace and Donal have been buying raw iron from Flanders for the new forge Donal has had built in the village. And the barrels are filled with gunpowder, not rum. But that is information she doesn’t want Bingham to have. She had not expected Merrick to arrive with the cargo until later in the month—his presence here is decidedly unhelpful.

			Bingham shifts impatiently, then changes the subject. “Where are they, Grace?”

			“Who?”

			“The crew of El Gran Grin? Where have you put them?”

			“Put them? If you mean that great Spanish travesty that gutted itself on my beach yesterday, they are all dead. I have put them in the ground.”

			He laughs. “Then you will take me to the wreckage. Show me the graves.”

			“I will do no such thing. I have other matters that I must attend to. If you care to inspect what is left of that Spanish ship, you and your men are welcome to do so. You’ll find it three miles to the south. You can take the road through the village and past the old abbey. A mile beyond that you’ll see what’s left of El Gran Grin.”

			“And the crew?”

			“In a large grave above the tide line.”

			Bingham snorts. “You expect me to believe that you buried almost two hundred and fifty men in less than one day?”

			“To be precise, I buried no one. My men did. Though there were hardly so many on board that pitiful ship by the time it washed ashore. Over half the crew was lost at sea.”

			“Were there any survivors when you came upon them?”

			Grace finally stands. She moves to Bingham and takes no small amount of pleasure in looking down at his prim face, his neat clothes. “All drowned,” she tells him, “down to the last deckhand.”

			“I expect you to prove it.”

			“You may demand all the proof you like. But I have much to do and no time to escort you on your little excursion. By all means, go pick the bones of El Gran Grin clean. That’s why you’re really here? You think she carried some kind of treasure?”

			“Her cargo has been claimed by the Earl of Ormond.”

			This takes her aback. “What does Black Tom want with the cargo of a Spanish galleon?”

			“Whatever he might want with it is his concern, and none of yours. All foreign shipwrecks in Burrishoole are his domain.”

			“Clare does not fall within the bounds of Burrishoole. You know that. So does Thomas Butler.”

			“I am the Governor of Connaught. It is my duty to report the happenings in this province. That ship has wrecked where I say it has wrecked. And if my report—the one I wrote and sent to Dublin yesterday—says that it has wrecked in Fynglass on the Corraun Peninsula, distinctly within the Barony of Burrishoole, then it has.”

			Her eyes tighten. “If Thomas Butler is so eager to claim that cargo, he is welcome to come and get it. Or what’s left. The storm took most everything.”

			“I will see for myself,” he says.

			Grace waves her arm to the door. “Be my guest.”

			Bingham remains where he is. “It is a pity you do not keep in better contact with the English council in Dublin, Grace. Otherwise, you would know that they have declared any chieftain found harboring even a single Spanish sailor to be an open rebel and that all his lands are to be confiscated.”

			She takes a step closer to him. “Perhaps that is a message you should deliver to my brother, since ’tis well established that he is The O’Malley.”

			“Do not think that technicality will keep you from the noose, Grace. Not this time,” he says. “And besides, Donal is not the chieftain I am concerned about.”

			“I am no chieftain. Neither in Clew Bay, nor Bunowen.”

			“I mean the Devil’s Hook. He wasted no time fomenting unrest and rebellion after securing your release from my tower. Was it his idea to secure those Gallowglass? No matter. I routed them on the banks of the River Moy last September. We ran most of them through with the sword. Then took our time drowning the rest. His little rebellion crumbled after that. Being The MacWilliam will not protect him for long. Not if you’re helping him harbor the Spaniards.”

			“I am bored of your accusations,” she says. “G’wan, inspect what remains of El Gran Grin. Take any cargo you find there back to Black Tom. I will see you out.” Grace walks past him and out the door of the Great Hall.

			Bingham and his guards follow, then Merrick, with the twins bringing up the rear. She can hear them all thumping along behind her. Grace steps into the watery September light, then moves aside to let Bingham and his men down the steps. She remains at the door, Merrick with her, the twins on either side.

			“I will need horses,” Bingham tells her.

			“Then you should have brought them. As you can see”—she points toward the byre in the distance—“mine have been let loose to graze for the week.”

			Bingham bristles. “One Spaniard, Grace. Just one. That is all I need in order to become lord of your island.”

			She laughs at him. “Then by all means go and find one.”

			Grace watches Bingham and his men turn down the road that leads through the village. She watches them in silence until they crest the top of the hill before she turns to her son.

			“If you ever bring an enemy to my doorstep again,” she tells Merrick, “I will hang you up by your bollocks.”

			“What would you have me do? Lose the ship? No.” He shakes his head, and his words are sour when he adds, “Not after what it took to get her back.”

			“I will not have this fecking argument again,” she snaps.

			“It was you who lost the Scian Catha!”

			“Your father got himself killed and lost it on your behalf.”

			Merrick’s hand moves to strike her. She flinches, but not fast enough. It is Finn who stops the blow, who bends Merrick’s hand back at the wrist until he growls in pain.

			“You know better,” Finn says, his voice low and dangerous.

			“She should not speak of my father in such a way.”

			“You did not even know the man,” Grace tells him.

			And there is the O’Flaherty in him. The snarl. The disdain. “Only because you kept me from him! Hid me away at Bunowen! I would be chieftain if not for you!”

			Merrick is a grown man, well past thirty years old, and still he cannot accept the truth: that being an heir does not guarantee the title. She knew it was a mistake to send him to his father’s people for fosterage. He’s never been the same since drinking their poisoned opinions of her.

			“Take that up with Rory,” she tells him. “Or better yet, the English queen.”

			Merrick jerks his arm out of Finn’s grip, then stomps off down the steps. He only pauses to shout over his shoulder, “Do not cross Bingham, Mam. He’s out for blood.”

			Grace does not bother telling her son that Bingham has drawn hers more than once.

			Finn scowls as he watches Merrick’s retreating form. “You want us to follow Bingham?”

			“Yes. Keep out of sight. He’ll not find anything of interest. But make sure he doesn’t leave any scouts behind.”

			He lifts his chin toward Merrick. “And that one?”

			“What about him?”

			“I don’t trust him,” Finn says. “He’s an O’Flaherty.”

			Grace snorts. “So are you.”

			“I became an O’Malley the day you arrived at Bunowen,” he says, then walks down the steps.
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			Lough Creggan is little more than a large pond, by Gutty’s standards. Nothing like the loughs on the mainland. But it has fresh water and enough brown trout to feed the hundred Spanish sailors that Gráinne has hidden in the center of Clare Island.

			Mendoza has followed her instructions well. There are no campfires burning tonight. If they’ve cooked their fish, they did so before nightfall.

			“No. Fuego. Noche,” she had ordered the commander when they brought his men to the lough two nights ago.

			Now they lie sleeping as Gutty and Gráinne and a dozen men walk into their makeshift camp. A loud whistle goes up by the watchman, and the Spaniards begin to rustle. Mendoza is on his feet first, cutlass in hand, but Gráinne approaches him, arms up, palms out.

			“Amiga,” she says, and he lowers his blade.

			“How are you going to tell them that we need to leave?” Gutty asks.

			“I can only show them,” she says.

			He watches as Gráinne sets one hand on Mendoza’s forearm, then uses the other to motion to his men. Then she taps her chest and points to the path they’ve just come down.

			Mendoza nods. “Sí.”

			She gives one final order by setting a finger to her lips. Quiet.

			With so few supplies, it does not take the Spaniards long to break camp. If nothing else, these foreign sailors are good at following orders: be quiet and follow the woman. And so they lead their fugitives through the hills and around the bogs of Clare Island. The fields are lumpy and crisscrossed by streams and rills. They jump over these narrow waterways, splashing in the dark, whispering curses. It takes over an hour to make the trek to the dock where Niamh waits. They do not go through the village, instead winding around the tower house and across the beach. The tide is in, and any tracks they leave behind will be swept away.

			When they reach the dock, the Spanish sailors seem to balk at Niamh’s lithe dark form.

			They shake their heads.

			Mutter, “No, no.”

			Mendoza again takes control. A few quiet firm commands, and they step onto the dock and move toward the hold.

			“What is wrong with them?” Gutty asks.

			“Qui naufragium passus est, etiam in tranquillo mare timet,” she says.

			“What the bloody hell does that mean?”

			“He who has suffered shipwreck fears even a calm sea.”

			“You’ve been shipwrecked,” he says, “and you fear nothing.”

			“I cannot begin to tell you the number of things I fear,” Gráinne says, then boards Niamh.

			If this were Caoimhe, Gutty would be first mate. But Gráinne travels only on Niamh, so Ultan assumes his place at the helm. “Where to, Gráinne?” he asks.

			“Hook. My son-in-law needs reinforcements.”

			“But Bingham—”

			“Would be bold indeed to challenge us on The MacWilliam’s doorstep.”
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			Hook’s ship is docked in her usual spot near the front steps of Burrishoole Castle. Saoirse. The ship so beloved that he named his youngest daughter after it. Grace is still bitter.

			There are watchfires on the battlements and at regular points along the curtain wall, but no cry goes up from the guards when they pull alongside the dock.

			“Who goes there?” someone calls.

			“You know well enough or you’d have sent a warning shot by now,” Grace responds. “Recognized Niamh, didn’t you, Richard?”

			Young Richard Bourke, Hook and Margaret’s eldest son, steps into the torchlight. “It was you I recognized first, Granny. Couldn’t quite see if it was Niamh, what with all her new stripes.”

			After her shipwreck in Ulster, they’d spent three months making repairs. Niamh had so many strakes replaced along her sides that half of her paneling is now a lighter color. It’s all oak, but the new boards are a pale golden while the original have a dark patina. Grace has been told the ship now resembles a strange kind of horse found on the African continent. Something called a zebra.

			“Shall I wake the others?” Young Richard calls from shore.

			“No need. It’s only your father I must speak with.”

			Her grandson’s face is mostly hidden in shadow. She can only see the bridge of his nose and his freckled cheeks where two dimples erupt beside his mouth. “He’ll murder you for waking him,” he says with delight.

			“He is welcome to try,” she laughs.

			Grace disembarks as Young Richard runs into the castle. After a few moments, Commander Mendoza joins her on the dock.

			Above them, the privy chamber window rattles open. A dark head fills the space and a low voice asks, “Gráinne?”

			He’s immediately interrupted. “Mam? What are you doing here?”

			“Trying to get your husband’s attention, Margaret. Now send him down before we wake all of Mayo.”

			Several moments later her son-in-law—Devil’s Hook, The MacWilliam of clan Bourke—storms out the front door of the tower house tying his trews. Margaret trails behind in her leine, tugging a blanket over her shoulders, laughing. That girl has been laughing since the day she was born, and if she wasn’t so pretty, Grace might think Hook had married her for the laughter alone. What man can resist such a merry woman?

			Margaret throws her arms around Grace and kisses her cheeks. Her soft breath smells of claret—her daughter has been enjoying her birthday present this evening.

			Hook crosses his arms over his bare chest. “I know you did not come all this way in the dead of night to hug my wife.”

			“No,” she says, then nods toward Mendoza. “I came to deliver one hundred shipwrecked Spaniards.”

			“Bingham will know within a day if the rest of those men disembark.”

			“I do not mean them to.”

			“Then where will you put them?”

			“We will take them into Blacksod Bay, to Doona Castle.”

			Hook looks at Grace. Then Captain Mendoza. Slowly he nods. “ ’Tis a good plan. But why bring them here first?”

			“Because my hold isn’t just full of Spaniards. I’ve got their salvaged cargo as well. And I need you to sell it.”

			“You would have me at odds with Black Tom as well?”

			“I would give you the means to continue funding your rebellion. Now get dressed and get on board. We’ve a long journey tonight and we need to discuss exactly how we intend to commit treason by harboring these men from the English.”

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1543

				“Terra Marique Potens”
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			Grace is thirteen years old

			
			She hasn’t been to Galway in five years. So a day in the city had felt like a small miracle. Grace and Donal and Ultan left the quay at noon and passed beneath the Spanish Arch into the merchant district, looking in shopwindows and eavesdropping on passing conversations. Keep an eye on your sister, Eóin had ordered, as usual, and Donal kept close to her side. They wandered all afternoon through narrow cobblestone streets, admiring the array of stone buildings mixed in with their wattle-and-daub neighbors. The crooked roofs and leaning walls. They’d gone to see St. Nicholas Collegiate Church, and she had stood in the doorway tracing her finger over the animals carved around that arch. She loved the dragon most, and she can still feel its shape pressed into her palm.

			Lynch’s Castle she did not love at all. It looked like a block of English stone dropped into Galway as a kind of warning. They wandered away from it quickly and soon she was distracted again, and hungry too. Meat pies with flaky crust for lunch. And ale as well, which left her feeling lightheaded and heavy-footed. Donal promised not to tell Eóin that she drank the whole tankard.

			Grace bought a flower from a dirty child on the street corner, tucking it behind her ear as they made their way back to the harbor.

			She felt utterly free.

			For an afternoon.

			Then they’d boarded Niamh again. Now they are only a few hours from home, sailing fast with a brisk wind and an empty cargo hold. Grace slept fitfully in the cabin by herself as Donal was given the night watch. So she sits in the bow, her heavy eyes closed, feeling the sun burn a path along the part in her hair.

			Her eyes snap open when she hears the watchman call out.

			“Ship ahoy!”

			A dark vessel with lateen sails creeps along the northern horizon. It is roughly the same size as Niamh, but taller, less agile. Grace has never seen a ship like that, so she finds her father. He’s standing on the cabin deck, shading his eyes with one hand.

			“What is it?” Grace asks.

			“A caravel.”

			“Spanish? I would love to see a caravel up close.” She braves a sideways glance at her father. Decides that he is distracted enough to press an old issue. “I would love to go to Spain.”

			“One day.”

			“You keep saying that, but you never take me.”

			“It isn’t time, bird.”

			“When?”

			He doesn’t answer.

			“Will you promise?” she asks.

			Eóin turns to her, startled, as if he has only now realized they’ve been speaking. “Promise what?”

			“That you will take me to Spain.”

			“Yes, yes. Fine,” he says, then turns back to the distant ship.

			“Will you do it before you send me away?”

			“How—”

			“I heard you and Mam arguing about fosterage again. She thinks you’ve waited too long.”

			“I have. For Donal, but not for you, bird.”

			“She says other chieftains send their children as young as eight. Why haven’t you sent us?”

			His response startles her. “Because I will miss you when you’re gone. Both you and Donal.”

			Grace doesn’t know what to say. And when she looks up at her father, she sees that he has lost the thread of this conversation again, focused on that other ship.

			“Sivney?” he asks.

			His first mate is at the tiller. “Captain?”

			“All ahead full. I would like to get a better look at that caravel. They’re low in the water, so they’ll be having a full cargo hold. It shouldn’t take long.”

			Sivney calls the order and deckhands scurry across the ship as they set all sails to align with the wind. Niamh jolts forward with a creak and a tug, and her wake spreads wider behind them.

			Soon they are near enough to read the name emblazoned across the caravel’s dark wide stern. Their man in the crow’s nest calls out words Grace doesn’t understand as the wary crew watches from the gunwale.

			“Fecking sea dogs,” Eóin declares, then, seeing her confusion, clarifies, “Portuguese.”

			“How can you tell?” Grace asks him.

			“That name is written differently in Spanish.”

			Grace can’t read it either way.

			“The Portuguese don’t usually sail these waters,” Sivney adds. “What are they doing here?”

			“One way to find out.”

			They are now close enough to the ship that they could call to the crew. Or signal by flag. But they do neither. Instead, Eóin beckons Donal onto the cabin deck.

			“Bring me the blunderbuss.”

			Donal returns a few moments later with the short-barreled gun. It has a wooden stock and a flared snout and is packed and ready to fire. He hands it to Eóin.

			“What are you doing?” Grace asks when he pulls back the cock.

			This is a side of her father that she has never seen. A wild, scary side of him—he is no longer just her da. He is a chieftain, a pirate, with a glint in his eyes that makes her shrink away.

			“If that ship wants safe passage through my waters, it must pay a fee, bird.”

			He points the gun skyward and pulls the trigger. Thunder echoes across the deck and the acrid scent of gunpowder fills her nostrils. He makes no attempt to reload.

			“Why do you call them sea dogs?” Grace asks, her gaze fixed on the frantic movement aboard the other ship.

			“It’s what they call themselves. Lobos do mar. Wolves of the sea,” he says. “And that is the only warning they will get. One shot. Prepare to be boarded. They can offer a portion of their cargo, or fight to keep it.”

			“How are we doing this?” Sivney asks, and she sees that same wild light in his eyes.

			They are enjoying this.

			They are all enjoying this.

			All of them except her. And perhaps Donal, who looks every bit as stricken as she feels.

			Eóin answers with certainty. “Drive them closer to Clare so that they must slow down to avoid the rocks.”

			Clew Bay is filled with treacherous granite, hidden sandbars, and sunken drumlin islands. The O’Malleys have held it securely for centuries. Only those who know these waters are guaranteed safe passage through them. There is little chance that the Portuguese caravel is familiar with the bay, but now that they’ve been challenged, they are increasing their speed.

			“Perhaps ’tis time you learn what being a captain really means, bird,” her father says, and there is no kindness in his voice. Then to Sivney he adds, “They mean to hide among the inner islands. Faster.”

			Over the next hour Niamh edges the foreign boat closer to shore, always keeping to their port side and strategically maneuvering them inland.

			“Careful,” Eóin warns Sivney as the Portuguese ship reduces her speed.

			The first mate is sweating, the veins in his arm protruding as he holds the tiller and guides them nearer the Portuguese.

			“Donal, run the banner,” Eóin says.

			Grace watches her brother hoist the O’Malley banner up the mainmast so that the crimson and gold fabric whips and snaps in the wind, declaring these waters to be their territory.

			“Now!” Eóin orders.

			Sivney turns the tiller abruptly and Niamh’s long reinforced bow angles into the other ship’s portside stern. It’s a glancing blow, but loud, and a hollow boom fills the air. A harsh warning that the next attempt will breech the hull.

			“If they had cannon, we could not do this,” her father explains.

			“We don’t have cannon either.”

			“No,” he agrees. “But we do have a full crew. And we’re not weighted down with cargo. So we have the advantage.”

			“Will this work?” Grace asks.

			He offers his first smile since sighting the Portuguese ship. “It always works. As long as you’re willing to follow through.”

			Eóin looks to the name emblazoned against the heavy dark boards, now less than ten feet away.

			“Well, hello, Esperança,” he says.
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			“Keep an eye your sister,” Eóin orders Donal as the crew begins to board the Portuguese ship.

			They are fully alongside the Esperança now, and grappling hooks secure the ships to each other. They also provide a means of climbing for Niamh’s crew. Within moments, all one hundred men have gone up the ropes, knives in their teeth and cutlasses strapped to their waist. They outnumber the crew of Esperança two to one.

			Donal watches men he has known his entire life go from sailors to warriors in the blink of an eye. He watches as they take defensive positions on the other ship. No one attacks. Their father will parley with the Portuguese captain first.

			“You may have the ship, the cargo, or your lives,” Eóin says, voice carrying across the water.

			“That’s what he tells them every time,” Donal whispers to Gráinne. “He gives them an impossible choice so they’ll offer up part of their cargo as a fee to sail our waters.”

			“Has he ever taken a ship?” she asks.

			“How do you think he built the fleet?”

			Donal can see by her expression that she never once considered where the ships came from. Like sun, moon, and stars, they simply exist. But now she glances across Niamh’s long body, her lips pressed into a thin line, and he answers the question before she can ask it.

			“No. He had Niamh custom-built in Spain. That’s why he loves her most.”

			“What will they do?” Gráinne asks, her gaze back on the negotiations happening on board the Esperança.

			“Depends on how desperate they are. And where that cargo is headed. Their captain might feel he has better odds trying to fight us off than arrive with a lighter load.”

			Their father does not speak Portuguese. Nor, it appears, does the other captain speak Irish. So they use rough Latin, a piecemeal negotiation that clearly leaves both frustrated.

			There is shouting now. Gesticulating. Cursing as they revert to their own native tongues. The bartering has gotten serious.

			“Da doesn’t want all their cargo,” Donal tells his sister. “Just enough to make a profit and be a deterrence.”

			The caravel is taller than Niamh and from this angle on deck they can see only a fraction of their own crew. Eóin and the other captain have moved out of sight but have not lowered their voices.

			Donal thinks it must be Gráinne’s hair. There is no other reason for them to catch the attention of the Portuguese sailor closest to Esperança’s gunwale. Her hair is whipping in the wind, a copper banner. The man’s eyes are fixed on his sister, his mouth open, like he’s just seen a selkie.

			Then the sailor licks his lips and elbows the man next to him.

			Unease settles in Donal’s stomach. “Go to the cabin,” he tells Gráinne.

			“I don’t want—”

			“Now.”

			Niamh’s crew is so focused on the negotiations that none of them notice those two men slide over the gunwale and down the ropes secured by the grappling hooks. A few feet and they leap onto Niamh’s deck. Both men land quietly, then dart forward. The larger of the two heads toward Gráinne and then she is shuffling backward toward the cabin, never taking her gaze off him.

			Donal doesn’t know what to do. If he shouts the alarm, he’ll draw attention from his father’s negotiations on the Esperança. But he must also protect—

			There is no time left for thought as the second man is already charging for him, dagger drawn. The other rushes past, a hungry look on his face. Donal lunges for him, trying to stop his progress toward Gráinne, but he sidesteps Donal and then the other man is on him, arm raised, dagger descending in a deadly arc.

			Donal has never been in a real knife fight before, has only fought men of his own clan, men who pull back when it counts, give him nothing worse than a nasty cut to teach the young pup a lesson. This man is different. He has murder in his eyes. Donal does not understand how time slows enough to study his eyes at all, but his mind records every detail of his opponent. Eyes the color of sand. Long beard. Longer hair. Open shirt and light breeches and old boots. He looks feral and moves with utter silence. A dog indeed.

			Donal’s dagger is in his hand, though he doesn’t remember grabbing it. He swings his arm and shifts backward just in time, his body remembering the endless lessons that Eóin and Sivney and others have drilled into him. This response earns an angry hiss from his opponent.

			Then he hears the cabin door click shut, and one scant glance determines that both Gráinne and her assailant are inside.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Her knife. Grace must reach her knife. But it’s strapped to her upper thigh and there are too many skirts in the way, too much fabric, and that damned sea dog has a look on his face that turns her stomach. His eyes are locked on her bare leg. He licks his lips.

			Panic curls in her belly.

			She is in here with him.

			Alone.

			Now he’s grinning and pushing his tongue into the place where a front tooth should be. That pink bulge makes her retreat to the far wall, her heart hammering in her chest. He speaks, low and threatening, his head nodding approval as she tugs at her skirts, but she does not understand a word he says.

			There. The hilt of Cook’s old kitchen knife. She slides it from the small leather scabbard, brandishing it uneasily in her left hand, knuckles tight on the handle, the blade pointing down. The sailor pauses. Then laughs. He moves forward again, holding his own knife, but with a different grip.

			When he reaches for her, Grace darts away, but the bed is in her path. She means to scramble over it, but he throws himself forward and his weight knocks her down onto the mattress.

			Arms and legs everywhere. He is heavy. He stinks like a man who’s been months at sea, and when he runs his thick tongue along her jaw and into her ear, she finally screams. Anger and rage and disgust. But mostly anger that she cannot fight this heathen off. The sound is ripped from her chest, a thing she hears apart from herself. Someone else screaming. Someone else is scared. There is a helplessness to the sound that she hates.

			Grace is pinned face down, right arm stuck beneath her body, left arm flailing wildly behind her with the knife. She pokes and stabs but catches only air. An elbow on her scalp shoves her face deeper into the rough wool blanket. The sound of ripping fabric as he yanks at her skirts.

			She thrusts her knife backward again, and it sticks this time, but not deep enough. Grace finds no satisfaction in his grunt of pain. Instead, he curses and, with his free hand, bends her wrist backward until the pain loosens her grip on the handle. Cook’s knife falls to the bed beside her and he bats it away.

			There is a booming in her ears. Greater, even, than the sound of her rushing heart. One loud, horrific BOOM. It sounds like the world caving in. Like thunder and horses and water falling from a great height. Grace twists and thrashes and scratches with every ounce of energy she has. But he is a big man. Heavy. And she cannot fend him off.

			Finally, the sea dog tires of her resistance. From the corner of her eye she sees him raise his knife hand, and it falls again before she can blink. It falls like a stone and then there is a blinding pain in her head and all goes dark.
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			There is a dead man at Donal’s feet. Blood on his hands. A terrible pounding in his skull. He thinks that his nose might be broken. Two fingers as well. But when his sister screamed, he became something new. He became a man who could kill. And he did so quickly, efficiently. Now he’s running for the cabin door.

			Whatever is happening on deck of the Esperança is none of his business. It sounds like bedlam and shouting, and in his periphery he sees men sliding down the ropes onto Niamh. Men running along the deck behind him.

			Donal hits the cabin door with his shoulder and it flies backward so hard that it bangs against the wall with a boom and cracks down the middle. He lunges toward the bed just as the Portuguese sailor brings the hilt of his knife down against Gráinne’s temple.

			Her body goes limp.

			Donal throws himself against the foreign sailor, his shoulder catching the man’s jaw, and they fly off the bed in a jumble of limbs and fists and knives.

			Then there are five other men crowding around them, yanking Donal away, raining their own fists down upon the foreign sailor.

			Only minutes have passed since his sister’s hair got caught in a gust of wind and drew the attention of those two men. Funny how an entire life can change in a handful of seconds.

			Donal struggles to his feet. Shoves his fellows off him, then steps forward and grabs the sea dog by his beard.

			“You will die for that,” he says.
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			His daughter lies limp on the bed. That is all that Eóin O’Malley sees when he bursts through the cabin door. All he needs to see. All his mind can grasp in this one horrible moment. He put her in danger and he will always hate himself for that. Gráinne’s safety should have been his only thought, not his misguided notion that she has been touched by Manannán, or that he ought to train her for a life at sea. None of it matters now that this cunting Portuguese pox-ridden cod-fungus has laid a hand on his only daughter.

			Her skirts are torn and there, near her empty hand, is a small dull knife.
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			Donal has never seen his father speechless before. He has never seen such a look of grief and anger on his face. Eóin stands frozen beside the bed, his eyes wide, fixed on Gráinne.

			“He did not rape her,” Donal says.

			His father turns to him. “What?”

			“He tried. But he didn’t succeed.”

			“You stopped him?”

			Donal nods. “She screamed. I…I don’t know what happened. I don’t know how I killed the other one.”

			Eóin turns back to the bed. “Is she…?”

			“Breathing. Tá. She’ll wake up soon, I think.”

			A shudder of relief runs through his father’s body. “I will kill them all,” he says.

			“I have a better idea,” Donal tells him. “I think they have provided us an opportunity.”

			“How so?”

			“You were negotiating for a percentage of their cargo?”

			“Yes.”

			“How much had you gotten them to?”

			“Ten percent.”

			“Well, now you can demand twenty.”

			In all his life, Donal cannot remember a time when his father looked at him like this. With a shrewdness in his eyes. A respect.

			“You would use what happened to your sister as a negotiating tool?”

			“ ’Tis not our fault that two sailors from the Esperança could not control themselves. You were in the middle of a parley. Our men did not attack. Demand twenty percent of the cargo.” Donal points to the bound sailor. “And I get to take his life as the remaining payment.”

			“No,” Eóin tells him. “That right belongs to your sister.”
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			First, Grace feels the pain. Forks of lightning in her skull. Then she feels the warm, calloused hand wrapped around hers. Her body moves without instruction, instinct coiling, springing to the side. She means to get off the bed, away from him, but her hand is held firmly.

			“Gráinne.” Her father’s voice.

			“Da?”

			She tries to sit up, but the throbbing in her head pins her to the heavy straw mattress.

			“You are fine. It’s over.”

			“What happened?”

			“Nothing happened. Donal stopped him. He didn’t…”

			His voice fades into an anguished growl.

			It takes a minute, and several long breaths, until she can keep her eyes open without throbbing, until she can rise onto her elbows. Grace sits up slowly. Squeezes her eyes shut. Then opens them again and sees clearly once more. No spots. No darkness at the edge of her vision. She looks around and sees Cook’s knife. Picks it up. There is blood on the tip.

			“I did try,” she says.

			Her father pulls her tight against his chest. She can feel him shake, thinks that he might be sobbing quietly into her hair.

			“Is he dead?” she asks.

			“He will be soon. Can you stand?”

			“I think so.”

			Grace swings her legs over the edge of the bed. Nothing hurts except her head.

			Eóin gives her a moment to process the relief. And when she takes a long, shuddering breath, he says, “Come with me.”

			Grace lets her father lead her to the cabin door. The hold is open and Niamh’s crew has formed a line, passing crates and barrels and bags from the Esperança into the space below.

			“Their fee?” she asks.

			“I had negotiated ten percent of the cargo for moving through our waters,” he says. “But because the crew of the Esperança attacked first, we required double that amount. They are relieved to be alive. And we will make great use of the sugar, port, and spices they were carrying to Scotland.”

			“This is not the route to Scotland,” Grace says.

			“They were trying to escape the levies required by going through the English Channel. Their captain is young. Ambitious.”

			Blood is smeared across the deck and her father explains, with no small amount of pride, that Donal killed his attacker. And hers is but twenty feet away, tied to the mast. He is bloody and bruised and watching her with the kind of hatred she has only ever experienced from Donal’s mother.

			They wait until all the cargo has been placed into the hold, until the hatch is closed once more, and all the Esperança’s crew has lined up along their own gunwale. When their captain nods to Eóin, he leads Grace to her attacker. The man kicks out lamely in protest.

			“His life is yours to take,” Eóin says, then sets his own dagger into her trembling hand. “G’wan. This is justice.”

			She would prefer Cook’s old knife. This one feels heavy and unwieldy and foreign. But it must frighten the man, because he flinches. Then he snarls and kicks out again. He spits. Curses. The tendons along his neck protrude like old ropes. He seems possessed.

			Grace takes a step forward. She feels every eye on her. Father. Brother. Niamh’s crew. Every sailor on the Esperança. The focus makes her feel heavy. She wishes she could disappear.

			Her hand begins to shake and she hates herself for it.

			Grace doesn’t know what to do. No one taught her how to hold a knife, much less kill a man, and they offer no instruction now. She looks to her brother in desperation.

			I can’t, she says with only a glance.

			I know, he answers with one of his own.

			But Grace tries and he lets her. She lifts the blade, but the sea dog only laughs.

			Sweat runs in a channel down the small of her back.

			She swallows hard and sets the blade to his throat, right against the hard knot of his Adam’s apple. The trembling in her hand continues. She bites the inside of her cheek, trying to steady herself. Hot tears burn her eyes.

			Grace hears the creak of the ship and the distant call of seabirds. She hears waves lapping against the wood. She hears her own stuttered breath and the grinding of the sailor’s teeth.

			Her hand falls away.

			She takes a step back.

			When the sailor laughs again, Donal pulls the blade from her hand and grabs the man’s hair. With one hand Donal yanks the sea dog’s head back. With the other, he cuts hard and deep from one ear to the other directly beneath his jaw. Blood spills in a heavy river down the front of the sailor’s shirt. He gasps, and pink bubbles gurgle from the cut. His eyes are wild. His body thrashes.

			Ten seconds.

			Twenty.

			His head falls forward, his body limp.

			When Grace looks to her father for help, for encouragement, she sees only disappointment in his eyes.
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			Grace is no longer built like a ship’s mast; there is a shape to her, such that her mother worries about the trouble it may attract in the coming years. Given what happened last month with the Esperança, it is a fair concern. Her mother is concerned about many things. Not least of which is the fresh blood on Grace’s leine. She can see the frown lines forming between Maeve’s brows as she holds the garment in her hands.

			“When did this start?” her mother asks.

			Grace’s voice is tight and her eyes remain on the pile of dresses she’s folding. “Two days ago.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Because I don’t want it.”

			The frown lines grow deeper as Maeve stares at the soiled undergarment. “No woman does,” she mutters.

			“I don’t want to be a woman. Not yet. Not if this is what it means.”

			“It only means you are now able to bear children.”

			“I know.”

			“Do you not want children, then?” Maeve asks. There is no judgment in her question, only curiosity.

			Grace heaves an unhappy sigh and looks at the trunk that holds all her worldly possessions, all the things she must take with her to fosterage. He made his decision the night she was attacked. And now he is sending her away.

			“I want to go to Spain. With Da.”

			The sound her mother makes is more growl than sigh. “I have always warned you to hold your father’s promises lightly.”

			Grace goes to the narrow window and peers out at the beach where Niamh waits, ready to ferry her across the bay. She sees her father directing his men as they load cargo into the hold. Once she and Donal are delivered to Rockfleet, he will continue on to Spain, where Eóin had promised to take her. He’d promised Gibraltar and paella and tempranillo grapes that taste like figs and tobacco. Ham made from black pigs and cheese made from sheep’s milk. Her father promised to show her the wild yellow macaques with their stubby tails and amber eyes and small hairless hands. She has never seen a monkey, never seen anything farther away than Galway. Grace hoped this would be her chance. Instead, she is to spend the next three years living with strangers. Her father has not taken her on Niamh since their encounter with the Esperança.

			Behind her, Maeve rustles through a basket, muttering to herself.

			“Why can’t he just send Donal?” Grace asks. “Isn’t it decided anyway? That he’ll be The O’Malley? Why should I be fostered as well?”

			Maeve doesn’t seem to hear the question. When Grace turns to demand an answer, her mother is standing in front of her, a pile of cloth strips and a belt of soft braided wool in her hands. She holds them out, an unwanted offering.

			“I need to show you,” Maeve says.

			Grace shakes her head. “No.”

			“The cleansing won’t go away just because you don’t like it.”

			“The cleansing?” Rage, bright and hot, blooms in her chest. She takes a step forward, spitting each word like a tiny grain of salt. “I. Don’t. Feel. Clean.”

			There, at the corner of Maeve’s mouth, is the fragment of a smile. But she pulls it back before Grace can assume she’s being laughed at.

			“Men have other names for it, you know. Cruel names, like the ‘monthly disease’ and ‘Eve’s revenge.’ Such men often find that their wives refer to it as ‘good times’ because they’re let alone for a week. My own mam called it ‘the flowers,’ though that’s always seemed too gentle to me. It doesn’t matter what you call it. But you must learn to deal with its reality. ’Tis no friend, but it will visit you every month for many, many years regardless.”

			Grace can feel the ache growing behind her eyelids—an ache to match the one low in her belly—the telltale burn of looming tears.

			“Is this why he won’t look at me?” she asks.

			Maeve’s voice is soft when she answers. “You are right to believe that men fear it. They do. We are the only creatures on this earth that can bleed for days but never die. Your father knows nothing of this, though. Isn’t his business. Until you marry, it will be between you and your women. You can hate it, Gráinne, or you can see it for what it is.”

			“A curse?”

			Maeve’s eyes are bright now—like a spring fern—and they tighten in determination. “No, bird. ’Tis power. Power to bring life into this world. But also to protect you from an unwanted touch. Remember that while you are away, should anyone put a hand to you. I have never met a man who does not fear a woman’s blood. It may be scant protection, but ’tis not nothing. Do you understand me?”

			Grace does not entirely understand, but she nods anyway, and surrenders first to her mother’s embrace, then to her ministrations. She learns how to use the belt and cloth strips, how to manage this new, unwanted part of womanhood.

			When they are done, Maeve helps Grace into one of her new gowns—a soft blue silk with embroidered edges. It is fitted with bell sleeves and a scooped neck. One of three gowns she will take across the bay, in addition to the fine wool dresses in her trunk that she will use for daily wear. Maeve adds a braided leather belt to accentuate her waist, but leaves Grace otherwise unadorned. She does, however, slide a silver fede ring off her right thumb and place it on the same finger of Grace’s hand.

			“My mother gave it to me. And her mother before her. ’Tis yours now.” She cups Grace’s face in her hands. “We will not be so far apart as you might think.”
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			Grace is thirty-six years old

			
			A hand shakes her awake. Gutty. Head turned away. Eyes closed. As though embarrassed to find her in bed.

			“What?” she asks, and looks to the window. It isn’t yet dawn.

			“There’s a ship wrecked on Achill Head,” he says. “We’ve time to get there first.”

			Grace sits up. Presses warm fingers against her closed eyes, then blinks them open again.

			He turns his back entirely so as not to see her slide out from beneath the blankets. “Hurry. Or the scavengers will take what there is to be found.”

			An hour later, Niamh cuts a line north through the choppy water toward Achill Island. Grace didn’t think anyone foolish enough to sail in this fog, but then she sees the broken mast and the tattered banner of a Leinster merchant ship at the foot of the cliffs.

			“Lower the currachs and see what we can find,” she orders the crew.

			Five smaller boats are stacked on Niamh’s deck, and once they drop anchor a hundred yards from the wreck, her men lower the scavenging vessels into the water. They hold several men each and are the best way to pick the bones of a shipwreck in such a dangerous location.

			Grace goes down the ladder into the first currach with Gutty and calls out directions as they row between the jagged granite teeth that rise out of the frigid water. The rocks have chewed the merchant vessel to pieces, then spit it back out in splinters. The water is littered with crates and barrels. Shattered wood. And bodies. Dozens of broken men are spread across the area. Floating. Jammed between bits of sharp rock. Tangled in nets. Caught on the ship. Grace frowns at the one nearest her, bobbing face down in the water. Gutty pokes him with an oar as they pass, just to make sure he’s dead.

			They have run five loads of salvaged cargo back to Niamh when Grace hears a groan. Fifteen feet away a man clings to a piece of hull, his lower body submerged. He lifts his head, dull eyes trying to focus on her, then drops again.

			“Help,” he calls out weakly.

			“There,” Grace directs Gutty where to row.

			Gutty frowns when they reach the man.

			He is bigger up close. Younger, in his twenties. Light hair that curls at the ends. Light beard as well. Grace cannot make out the color of his eyes because he cannot seem to keep them open.

			“Help,” he says again, weaker this time. He can no longer lift his head off the board. “I don’t want to die.”

			He doesn’t open his eyes again.

			“Too late, I think,” Gutty mutters.

			“He’s still breathing,” she tells him.

			“For now.”

			It would be easier to leave the man. No one to witness that they’ve claimed the cargo. But…

			The sailor is terribly handsome. And for some reason, that seems a waste.

			“Pull him in,” she says. “He comes with us.”
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			Their arrival causes quite a stir. Gutty and the Murray twins haul the limp—and naked—sailor into the kitchen and plop him directly in the middle of Cook’s worktable.

			“What do you eejits expect me to do?” she demands. “Roast ’im?”

			“We need to see how badly he’s hurt,” Grace says.

			The serving girls squawk and cluck, flit around him like hens. Hands flutter, and necks bob this way and that to get a better look. They smile, then giggle. Nod.

			Of course Grace had noticed the beauty of his form when he was lying at her feet in the currach. But to make such a fuss? Absurd.

			“A handsome one, ain’t ’e?” Cook asks.

			More tittering from the serving girls.

			“Does ’e need bathing?” one of them offers.

			“Not by you.” Cook swats her with a dish towel, but the girl doesn’t budge from her place at the table. Her eyes rove up and down, taking in the strong legs and muscled stomach. Biceps and buttocks. Other parts. Her cheeks flush.

			“Oh for feck’s sake,” Grace snaps. “Take him to the privy chamber.”
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			Later that night, Grace sits alone in the Great Hall. A small fire burns in the hearth. Candles drip onto the mantel. It’s been months, and still, she misses her children. They went to fosterage, one after another after another, and she finds all this silence in the evenings unnerving. She is used to their bickering, their laughter and games. But Maeve was right, as usual, and the alliance with the O’Neills is already proving useful. Grace has an ally in Ulster now, and a regular source of news from that territory.

			She settles deeper into her chair and says nothing when Cook arrives with a glass of whiskey. Grace accepts it with a weak smile.

			She drinks alone.

			Later, once she’s tired and pleasantly tipsy, Grace makes her way upstairs, past the privy chamber, and up again to her old garret room. She listens at the door to the sound of Maeve’s snoring. Sometimes her mother still cries at night. Maeve refused to sleep in the privy chamber after Eóin died. Says it belongs to Grace anyway, since she is now the Bean an Tí.

			Grace pauses again at the privy chamber door. The serving girls chatter as they tidy her room. They’ve taken every opportunity to fuss over the shipwrecked man, to be there when he wakes.

			“Did ye see ’im during ’is bath?” one of them asks.

			Curious, Grace leans against the wall instead of announcing her arrival.

			“Tá,” says the other. “Handsome devil, isn’t ’e?”

			A lower murmur of approval. “He’s a donkey, sure enough.”

			“I wouldn’t turn him from bed.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t mind riding ’im.”

			They giggle and Grace can feel her cheeks grow warm.

			“He’s the look of a man who knows what to do with ’is hands.”

			“And ’is tongue,” adds the other.

			“Had a man once,” the first girl says with a laugh, “who had me quim shaking for near an hour. Begged ’im not to stop. Then begged ’im to do it again.”

			“Did ’e?”

			“That beard splitter had me three more times afore sunrise.”

			The other serving girl sounds as though she’s pouting. “I’ve only had sailors.”

			“ ’E was a sailor. But a Scot. Across the bay in Newport, near two summers ago. Been looking for ’im ever since.”

			The girls continue chatting as they sweep and tidy the privy chamber, as they move around the pallet where the shipwrecked man lies. Grace wonders at their boldness. Do they not care that he might wake up and hear them? Or is that the point entirely? To ensure that he’s aware of the invitation? She stays there listening as they swap tales of pleasure and bedroom acts that Grace has never experienced—some she’s never heard of. She is both intrigued and scandalized. Never in her life has she had a friend to talk with in this manner. Her eyes are closed and her head is tilted back against the wall when suddenly the serving girls are standing in the hallway before her.

			“Bean an Tí,” the first says, ducking her head in respect. She slips away, blushing.

			“Bean an Tí,” says the other, and follows after.

			Grace steps into the privy chamber. Several candles burn low, revealing the shipwrecked man still asleep. A blanket is pulled to his chest, but he’s otherwise naked. She stands there and stares at him until he twitches. Then she hurries into the bedchamber and shuts the door tight behind her. Grace readies herself for bed, wondering what it would be like to feel anything but duty or disgust while lying beneath a man.
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			His name is Hugh de Lacy. Of Wexford. Or so the shipwrecked man claims, at any rate. Grace suspects that name is a lie. At least the surname. De Lacy is a moneyed family from Leinster. But this man sounds as Irish as she does. As wild. If he’d come from that long line of Anglo-Norman invaders, as he says, there would be more of the Pale in him. Some English gentility. Some elocution. Grace thinks he’s borrowed the name to make himself sound important. The bigger problem, however, is that she’s beginning to think he was never on that ship in the first place.

			Grace meets him on the stairs as she heads down to breakfast.

			“Ah,” he says, all charm and smiles. His hair is wet and curling at the ends, his face washed. “Was just coming to find you.”

			De Lacy is dressed for travel. Trews and leine and leather jerkin. A wool cloak pinned at his throat.

			“Leaving us so soon?” she asks.

			“With your permission,” he says.

			“You hardly need that. You aren’t a prisoner here.”

			De Lacy flirts. It is the thing Grace enjoys most about him, a large part of the reason she’s been in no hurry to help him find a way home to his own people. He smiles at her now, sporting one deep dimple beneath the beard on his left cheek. A quick glance down her figure. Another at her mouth. He shifts a bit closer. Leans his shoulder against the stone wall of the narrow stairwell and sets a hand to his hip. De Lacy taps his leather belt with one thumb. Tap, tap, tap.

			“I thought I’d go hunting on Achill Island. Earn my keep.”

			“We have plenty of venison in the smokehouse,” she says.

			“I can help add to your stores. And it doesn’t feel right, just sitting about. But I’ll need to borrow one of your smaller boats, if that’s all right? Perhaps a yawl?”

			“There are several at the dock. Take what you need,” she tells him.

			De Lacy is taller than Grace, though a good bit younger. Ten years at least. He’s big and broad, though he still reminds her of a puppy in some ways, with those moony eyes and all that enthusiasm. She can barely approach a door without him rushing to open it for her.

			“I’ll be back by sunset. I thought we might…” He pauses.

			“What?”

			“Have dinner,” he says, then clears his throat. “I would like to properly express my gratitude for what you’ve done for me.”

			“We eat at six o’clock.”

			His gaze lingers on her mouth longer this time. “Then wine afterward? Just the two of us?”

			“I have been known to enjoy a glass of wine,” she says. “Or two.”

			A flash of smile and he’s gone. Grace watches him go. She has been bedded, but never seduced. So this is an entirely new experience.

			What a fun game, she thinks. Perhaps I’ll let him win.
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			“Are you fucking him?” Finn asks after Hugh de Lacy walks from the Great Hall.

			He wants to break every tooth in de Lacy’s head. He wants to kill the man in the slowest, most painful way possible. Every time Gráinne looks at him. Every time her eyes run the length of his body and that smile—one he’s never seen before—lifts the left corner of her mouth, he hates de Lacy even more. But Finn hates himself most. If only…

			No, he reminds himself. You are too ugly.

			Gráinne laughs. “Hugh?”

			“Would there be someone else you’re fucking?”

			Her eyes flash with a dark indignation. Finally. She’s angry, and he’s glad, because at least he knows what to do with that. He is in familiar territory for the first time since they found that damned man on Achill weeks ago. Sometimes Finn wishes he’d seen de Lacy first, that he’d taken an oar and shoved his face beneath the water. Watched him drown. A better alternative than waiting for him to take Gráinne to bed. At least he’s gone hunting again today, a thing he’s done once a week since his arrival. Usually he’s gone the night, but the man swore he’d be back by sunset this time. More’s the pity.

			“Speak plainly, Finn. I can see you’re bothered. You’re doing it again.”

			“Doing what?”

			She pushes her tongue into her cheek, then says, “And no, I amn’t fucking him—”

			He shows his relief too soon.

			“Yet.”

			Gráinne could be cruel and add, And what would you know about that, anyway? But she has never been cruel to him, and she doesn’t choose this particular morning to begin.

			“It isn’t fucking he’s after. Not really,” Finn says.

			“What, then?”

			“Marriage.”

			“They tend to be one and the same,” she says dryly. “But it would gain him nothing.”

			Finn looks around the Great Hall. “It would gain him this.”

			“I’ll not be giving my father’s home to any man. You ought to know me better than that.”

			“I thought I knew you well enough before. And then you brought a damned Leinster man home.”

			She is displeased. That’s clear enough. But Finn doesn’t care. Someone needs to say it.

			“You do not like him?” she asks.

			“You miss my point, Gráinne. I do not trust him.”

			She snorts. “You only trust me and your own brother.”

			“And that is one person too many.”

			“I am not going to marry him,” she says.

			“Then hurry up and tire of that fool before he causes some trouble you will regret.”

			Gráinne promises nothing, and Finn leaves her to what remains of her breakfast. Once he’s out of the stuffy confines of Clare Castle, he goes in search of Gutty. The boy must be near thirty by now, but Finn still thinks of him as the dirty child who used to keep the fires at Bunowen.

			He finds Gutty in the byre, chancing his arm with one of the dairy maids. The girl is plain, but lively. It’s the same girl he’s been talking to for months, with little success. Finn has yet to catch them doing anything but making eyes and talking about the weather.

			“I need to go across the bay,” Finn tells him. “Quickly.”

			“Not my problem.”

			Finn stares at the dairy maid for so long that she jumps off her stool and says, “Oh! I didn’t realize…I’ll just be”—a quick, shy look at Gutty—“back shortly.” Then she wipes her hands on her apron and hurries from the byre.

			Gutty takes a step toward him. “You fecking eejit, I’ll—”

			“That dirty cunt de Lacy just left,” Finn interrupts. “I think he’s up to something. I’m going to follow.”

			The boy’s face clouds over. He might be the only person Finn knows who hates de Lacy more than he does. Gutty spits a wad of phlegm to the dirt beside Finn’s boot. “I’ll come with you.”
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			Gutty doesn’t care that his Bean an Tí is flirting with the idea of taking a stranger to bed. He knows well enough what she endured being married to O’Flaherty. Long absences. Cold words. Hard fists. Finn knows that well enough too, but he is so blinded by jealousy, by his unrequited love for Gráinne, that he cannot accept this is how she is choosing to heal old wounds. Besides, Gutty doesn’t think it will last. There is no love in Gráinne’s eyes when she looks at de Lacy. A bit of lust, sure, but doesn’t every woman in the castle have that same look about them whenever de Lacy is in the room?

			The reason Gutty despises the stranger is because he has lied to Gráinne from his very first words.

			“What is your name?” she’d asked him that first day as they sailed back to Clare.

			“Hugh de Lacy,” he’d answered without a waver in his voice.

			Gutty is illiterate. Has never even held a book. But even he knows the name Hugh de Lacy. Fecking twelfth-century Norman invader spreading his seed between two wives and littering the entire country with his fecking tower houses and his ten fecking children.

			The shipwrecked man could have chosen any other name. But he picked one known to every Irishman. No doubt he’d thought it so common as to be believable. But he was lying.

			Gutty knows when men are lying. He was forced to learn that skill at too young an age. And now he can catch lies in the smallest gestures. Things most people don’t notice. One man blinks too quickly. Another avoids eye contact. Sometimes they shift or squirm. Smile with too many teeth. Gutty even met a man once whose voice rose at the end of a sentence every time he lied, like he was asking a question.

			It was easier with de Lacy. He taps his right thumb three times. That day, on Niamh, while he lay there half drowned, he tapped his thumb on the damp deck boards. But Gutty has seen him do it since on tables and gunwales, sword hilts and flagons.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			Lie. Lie. Lie.

			Hugh. De. Lacy.

			Friend. Not. Foe.

			Now Gutty and Finn follow him at a distance. He’d dragged the yawl onto the beach west of Achill Sound at Cloughmore. He goes up the sand and over the rocks and through the low brush. There, at the tree line, he stops, and both Gutty and Finn drop to their stomachs.

			The liar has gone hunting. Technically. He’s brought a bow and more than enough arrows to last the day, with some luck. But he looks to be in no hurry.

			The liar stretches, then lowers himself to a rock wall. He takes a long draw from his skin, drinking Gráinne’s ale. Then he pulls bread and cheese from a bag and enjoys a lunch taken from Gráinne’s larder.

			Gutty can hear Finn grind his teeth.

			“Lazy feck,” Finn hisses, and his words are no louder than wind in the grass.

			An hour they wait, and the liar doesn’t budge an inch from his spot. Gutty thinks that they have just wasted their morning and should head back when they hear the sound of voices. Three men emerge from the woods, carrying the limp body of a gutted red deer between them. A buck. Antler rack three feet wide. Twelve points at least. They drop the carcass beside the stone fence. Gutty can hear the thump from his place in the grass and he scoots forward as they begin an animated conversation with de Lacy. The liar shakes his head, then the men shout. Shake their fists.

			“I can’t hear what they’re saying,” Gutty says.

			“And we can’t go any closer,” Finn tells him. “Or they’ll see us.”

			Several minutes later, one of the men pulls a small coin purse from his pocket and drops it into the liar’s hand. He weighs it in his palm, then drops the purse into his quiver for safekeeping. Then they’re all shaking hands and the three men tromp back into the woods from whence they came.

			“Who are they?” Gutty asks.

			He can feel Finn’s shrug at his shoulder. “Dunno.”

			Gutty thinks the liar will start hauling the deer back to the yawl, but he lies down in the grass instead, looking for all the world like he’s going to take a nap.

			Finn mutters a string of curses.

			“There are many reasons to hate him,” Gutty says. “But his interest in the Bean an Tí isn’t one of them. Everyone knows you love her. Everyone except Gráinne. You’ve only yourself to blame if you do nothing about it.”

			Finn looks at him, appalled.

			“You can’t think we didn’t know?” Gutty asks, then shakes his head in disgust when Finn clamps his lips tight in denial. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go.”

			They creep backward through the grass until they are far enough away not to be seen. When they reach the shore, Finn glares at the yawl that de Lacy brought.

			“If it didn’t belong to her,” Finn says, “I would burn it.”

			Neither of them says a word on the way back to Clare Island.
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			Hugh does not arrive back at Clare by sunset. Grace is concerned at first, then chastises herself for being silly. He is a grown man. An accomplished hunter. And he’s never come back without a deer. Or two. Must be a long hunt, is all.

			The body of the man she knows as Hugh de Lacy arrives by currach late the next afternoon.

			He is carried ashore by a group of shepherds who smell like lambs and struggle to look her in the eye. The oldest of them finally draws a deep breath and steps back, hands raised.

			“Wasn’t us. Swear it on my mam’s grave.”

			When he finally looks up, she sees that he is afraid.

			Of her.

			Her mouth parts slightly in surprise. Grace had not thought herself so fearsome.

			She cannot look at Hugh. Not yet. From the corner of her eye she can see that his skin is pale and waxy. There is no question that he is dead.

			“What happened?” she asks.

			“Found him by a brick wall near Achill Sound. On his back. Dead deer beside him. We didn’t bring the carcass. It had flies.” He points at the arrow sticking directly out of Hugh’s chest. “We left that in place.”

			Grace has known many of these shepherds since she was a child. She knows their faces—if not their names—from those monthly trips to Kildavnet with her father. They are simple men. Honest tenants. They can drink too much and be rowdy at times, but she has no reason to think them liars.

			“I believe you,” she tells him, and the entire group shudders with relief. “But how did you know to bring him here?”

			“He…ah…belongs to you, yes? That’s what we’ve heard, at least.”

			“Heard?”

			“Rumors. They say he’s your lover.”

			“Does all of Connaught think this?”

			“Was it a secret?” the shepherd asks.

			“There is no secret. He’s only a man we pulled from a shipwreck. But I had not thought anyone in this county would care enough to start rumors in the first place.”

			He sets a weathered hand upon her arm. “You might be astonished to know how deeply the people of Connaught care for you, Gráinne. The rumors are only a symptom of that.”

			Oh, it has been a while since she cried. Not since her father died. And she will not do it here, in front of this shepherd and his dirty band of friends. Grace will save that for later, as she always does, when she is alone.

			The sound of footsteps now, rushing up the path. Gutty and Finn. They skid to a stop beside Hugh’s body. Blink. Look at him in stunned surprise, ask some question of each other with a glance. Look from the body, to her, then back to each other. They take turns shaking their heads.

			Gutty looks angry.

			Finn looks scared.

			“Who did this to him?” Grace asks the shepherd.

			“A MacMahon raiding party was seen in that field yesterday. Three men, all with bows and swords.”

			“Are they still on Achill?”

			“Their tracks went north, into the mountains. We only followed them far enough to be sure the herds were safe.”

			“Then they’ve gone back to Doona?”

			“That’s what we assume.”

			Grace nods for a moment, thinking, then says, “Thank you for bringing him back.”

			Shuffling feet. Murmurs of condolence. And then the shepherds are gone, back to the dock and the currach they’ve borrowed to bring this grim news.

			Grace feels Finn move to her elbow.

			“What will you do?” he asks.

			“Bury him. Then sail for Blacksod Bay.”

			“You mean to kill them?”

			“I intend to sack Doona Castle, Finn. I am tired of having things taken from me.”

			“He was yours, was he?”

			“He might have been. And that’s enough.”

			Finn squints at the sky, then rubs a knuckle along his jawbone. “There may be a better way to get your revenge.”

			“Speak plainly.”

			“Is August tenth today, isn’t it?” he asks.

			“I suppose.”

			“And five days from now, the Feast of the Assumption is celebrated on Caher Island, just south of here.” He points in that direction. “Six miles.”

			Grace nods.

			“Pious people, the MacMahons. They never miss that pilgrimage. Mass at Teampull Padraigh, a visit to St. Padraigh’s Bed, and then a gathering of holy water from Padraigh’s Well.”

			Grace understands his meaning then. “An ambush?”

			“That’s one way of looking at it.”

			“And the other?”

			“An eye for an eye,” he tells her.
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			Gutty slams Finn into the back wall of the tower house. Puts a forearm against his throat.

			“Was it you?”

			“No,” Finn chokes out.

			“Prove it.”

			“I came back with you, didn’t I? You stupid feck.”

			“But did you go back on your own? Did you kill him?”

			“I wish,” Finn says, then adds the only thing that Gutty can believe. “I can’t sail. Why do you think I needed you in the first place?”

			Gutty steps back and lets him go. Nods.

			“I hated him,” Finn says, rubbing his throat. “But still, I couldn’t have taken happiness from her.”

			They glare at each other for a minute before Gutty says, “I asked her. Like you told me.”

			“And what did your dairy maid have to say?”

			“You were right. De Lacy had been around flirting with all the serving girls, then asking questions about Gráinne. Things he had no right to know. Like the number of her strongholds and who among the men she trusts the most. Where her kids had gone to foster. But mainly he had questions about the fleet. Who was the captain of each, and where they’re docked when not at Clare. Once he asked about the new O’Malley and if the clan trusts Donal to lead.”

			“He was probing for weakness.”

			“And he found it, didn’t he?”

			Finn grinds his teeth. “She isn’t weak.”

			“Maybe.” Gutty shrugs. “But she is vulnerable.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			At first, Grace thought to bury Hugh in the churchyard at St. Brigid’s Abbey. But she had no time to argue with the friar and the shipwrecked man wasn’t an O’Malley regardless. So the pasture beyond the tower house had to do. Five days ago they’d dug a hole and put him into the ground. She’d ordered a cairn built. A way for her to find him, should his family ever come looking. His death bothers her. It makes her restless. She wonders…Well. Too late for that.

			The worst of it is that she will never know his real name. Grace had planned to ask him the night he was set to return, to needle the truth from him with lips or tongue or hand—whatever made him witless and honest. His presence among them is a splinter. The truth of which must be pried loose.

			Now they sail for Caher Island. Grace does not wear a dress. She no longer wears dresses on deck. Not since her introduction to the sea dogs of Portugal. On this ship, she is no longer the Bean an Tí. She is the captain. Ladies wear dresses, but pirates wear trews. Hers are sewn to the shape of her body and made of softest lambswool. She wears a short leine tucked into them, and a leather jerkin over the top. All of it belted. Grace carries a dagger there in a sheath, and another always tucked into her boot.

			Her hair is braided and her face set like flint as she guides Niamh into the small cove on the northeast shore of Caher Island that afternoon. Three Galway hookers, bearing the distinctive red sails of the MacMahon clan, have been dragged to shore. Each of the fishing vessels can carry up to ten people with no cargo, so Grace feels certain she and her crew easily outnumber the MacMahons.

			“Burn them all,” she tells her men.

			Finn and Murray trudge through the low surf on either side of her.

			“That will strand them,” Murray says.

			“Only the ones that I let live.”

			The boats lie empty on the beach, tilted to the side like drunken men. It is only a matter of dousing them in oil, then setting them alight. Within moments, black smoke begins to curl toward the sky.

			Grace brought sixty men. Two to one, if the MacMahons have loaded their hookers full. She pulls the dagger from her belt and motions them all to follow. Caher is but a mile and a half long, and the small church is located near the center. There is a well-worn path through the seagrass, and their boots are silent in the soft sandy dirt.

			The church has stone walls and a thatched roof. It is barely large enough to hold all these men who have come on pilgrimage looking for the blessing of St. Patrick. But the thirty of them have crowded into the small confines, and she can hear the melodic intonation of the priest as he offers the mass in Latin.

			Grace lifts her arm and swings it in a circular motion. Her men spread out, surrounding the small church. Still the mass continues, the worshipers unaware of her presence.

			She takes a deep breath, then calls, “MacMahon!”

			Silence first.

			Then a low rumbling of whispers.

			Slowly, the wooden church door creaks open and the old priest fills the space.

			“Send out MacMahon,” she orders.

			“Who are you?”

			“Gráinne Ní Mháille.”

			The whispers increase in volume now, and she is pleased to hear the note of fear in them.

			“This is a sacred place,” the priest scolds.

			“All the better for a burnt offering,” she tells him. “Now send out MacMahon or we will light that thatched roof and every one of ye are dead.”

			It is dark in the small church, and she can make out little but shadows and a bright candle flickering behind red glass. They are about to take the sacrament, then. Lucky for them, she cannot make good on her threat without violating the most sacred tenet of their faith. A moment later the priest is shoved aside and another man takes his place. He is older than Grace, but not so old as her father was when he died. Ruddy-faced and lean. His lips are thin and his ears comically large.

			“What do you want?” he demands.

			“Revenge,” she tells him.

			His back stiffens and he takes a step forward, but so does Grace. She raises her dagger level with his throat, two feet away.

			“I will make this easy for you,” she says. “Give me the men you sent to kill de Lacy.”

			“He’s dead?”

			“Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

			MacMahon scowls. “What was he to you?”

			“A friend. Now send out his killers. All three of them. Or I will set fire to this church. And we will sing hymns as you die.”

			“Friend? Do you often take your friends to bed?” MacMahon’s voice is near a shout. “We know how you—”

			One lunge forward with her blade and she has nicked him on the cheek. Just enough to shut his mouth. “And how would you know anything, unless you’d sent him yourself? Hugh de Lacy?” she asks. “Was a poor name for a spy, MacMahon. I’d thought you more clever than that. Wasn’t an ounce of Wexford in him. What secrets did you pay him to find?”

			“A nice story you’ve told yourself. Does it assuage your guilt? If he’s dead, it’s because of you.”

			“He is dead because you sent three men to Achill Island. Now turn them out.”

			MacMahon wisely keeps his mouth shut.

			“Come out and answer for your crimes,” Grace calls. “Or I kill your chieftain.”

			Nothing.

			Not a word from anyone in the church.

			Grace waits a moment. Then two.

			“I had not thought the MacMahons such children. What a mistake to think I’d come here to face men.”

			A rustling then. Furious murmurs and their leader is shoved aside. Three men emerge from the church and step into the bright afternoon sun, blinking hard.

			“So. It was you?”

			None of them move.

			None of them speak.

			The first one out the door is younger than the others. He is antsy. Has something to prove. His eyes are wild and his fists are clenched. He looks at her with such hatred that she knows he was involved.

			MacMahon stands to the side near the church door.

			“Why did you send de Lacy?” she asks him.

			When he doesn’t answer, Grace looks to Finn and Murray. “Bind their wrists.”

			There is shouting from within the church. The other MacMahons are displeased that their fellows have surrendered so easily.

			“G’wan!” Grace shouts. “Nose the air. That smoke is the remains of three Galway hookers with red sails. They’re little but cinder by now. Ye are outnumbered and stranded. Ye can be dead as well, if ye like. Or ye can shut your fecking mouths and let me have my answers.”

			Shifting then.

			Uncertainty.

			Soon, three men stand before her, arms behind them, wrists tied.

			“Why?” she asks again.

			Silence.

			She kicks the first man directly in the bollocks and he drops to his knees with a grunt. His eyes water. He curses everyone from his own mam to St. Padraigh.

			“Who sent you to Achill?”

			“The MacMahon.”

			“Why?”

			Again, silence.

			Grace grabs the hair at the back of his head. Tilts it backward. She uses the knife that Richard Bourke gave her in Moycullen to slit his throat. A single deep cut through the jugular.

			His eyes widen in surprise, then pink foam bubbles at his throat. He gulps, trying to draw air into his lungs, but there is only a whistling and he falls face forward into the grass.

			She moves on to the second man.

			Same question.

			Same silence.

			Same blade.

			But now there is blood running down her wrist and she scowls at the second dead man with disgust.

			Grace looks to The MacMahon, then peers into the small church. Thirty of them to her sixty. “I will not leave here without answers,” she tells them, then turns to the third man. He has already dropped to his knees, accepted his fate. “Why?”

			“Because no woman should be chieftain,” he answers, his familiar words a hiss of spittle.

			“It was you in the church? At my father’s funeral?” she asks.

			“You stupid fecking cun—”

			She cuts his throat as well.

			Grace wipes her blade—first one side, then the other—on the grass. Then she takes three steps toward MacMahon. “I want you to remember this the next time you think to meddle in my affairs.”
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			“Are you ever going to tell her?” Murray demands.

			“Depends.”

			“On what?”

			“If she asks.”

			Murray looks at his brother in the waning light. He likes having a twin. Is glad to know what his own face looks like. So few mirrors in their world. But he doesn’t like the expression on Finn’s face now. Jealousy and hatred and a kind of bitterness that makes him uneasy.

			“You think she’s going to come to you one day and ask, ‘Hey, Finn, did you send your ugly feck of a brother to Achill to kill the man I wanted to bed?’ Is that what you think she’s going to do?”

			“No.”

			“So you’re never going to tell her.”

			Silence is his answer.

			Some time later Murray says, “You think she needs protecting from everything. But you’re wrong.”

			“Not everything. Only herself.”

			They stand beneath the mainsail, their voices covered by the wind and snapping canvas. There’s more that Finn has to say, and Murray is happy enough to let him think it through. After a while, once all the light is gone and both their faces are hidden entirely, his brother speaks again.

			“De Lacy was a spy for the MacMahons. He was going to bed her, then he was going to betray her. Or worse.”

			“I know.”

			“I couldn’t let it happen.”

			“I never said you should. Put the arrow through that fecker myself, didn’t I?”

			“And I thank you for it.”

			Murray shrugs. “Wasn’t a hardship. He was too pretty. Can’t trust a pretty man.”

			“The real question,” Finn says, “is are you going to tell her?”

			“Depends,” Murray answers, echoing his brother’s response.

			“On what?”

			“Whether you can keep from going arseways, brother. Gráinne isn’t yours to love.”

			He laughs. “Tá. I am too ugly.”

			Murray’s turn to laugh now. “And ugly men never win.”
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			It is nearing midnight when Niamh glides into Blacksod Bay. It was a short trip north, back to Clare for reinforcements, then around Achill Island and into MacMahon territory. Located on Fahy Strand near Ballycroy, Doona Castle sits on the low sloping hill like a mother hen admiring her chicks. But there is no white plumage visible on Niamh tonight. This chick is invisible. Grace had her crew furl the sails in tight to the masts, then row into Blacksod Bay, as quiet as the oars can make them.

			It is an indefensible position. Her father would have never allowed a fortress to be built in such a place. Easy water with no rock, and a long stretch of white-sand beach. Then grassland that leads right to the front steps of Doona. Grace is able to bring Niamh almost to the beach, a dark hulk on a dark night in dark water. Easy enough to anchor, and then they are all over the gunwale and traipsing through the shallow water, daggers in their teeth.

			“How can they not expect us?” Finn asks.

			“They’ve no reason to think we know it was them. And we wouldn’t, if not for the shepherds.”

			His face twists into a happy grin. “Invisible, aren’t they, shepherds?”

			“My father taught me that men of low birth, the ones who work in shite and mud, sweating all day, are the most valuable to our clan. I never knew what he meant, until they came to Clare with Hugh’s body.”

			The night is quiet. Summer is almost upon them once again, and the only sound is the gentle lapping of waves and pipistrelle bats zipping through the warm air in hunt of midges—those fecking little biting beasties. There is no other creature in all of Ireland that Grace hates more. She hates them more than O’Flahertys and MacMahons both. So when the next bat whizzes by her ear, she doesn’t even flinch. Instead, she wishes it happy hunting and crouches lower in the tall grass.

			They move forward like ghosts. Grace and her hundred men out for the last part of her revenge. She will leave the MacMahons with a story to tell, with a reason never to strike against her again.

			There is nary a call from the parapet. No signal. No alarm whatsoever as they move toward the tower house. Nothing until Murray shoots his flaming arrow directly into an open window of the castle. She is almost disappointed by the lack of alarm. She had expected more from the MacMahons.

			Finally, a shriek.

			And then a clamor.

			Too late. They are up the front steps and no one has bothered to bolt the door. There are but thirty men left to guard the tower—the rest are on Caher, and them stranded. The family, she is told—once she puts her dagger to a guard’s throat—is farther inland, at the clan stronghold.

			“Do not pity them,” Grace had told Gutty as they left Caher. “There is enough timber on this island to fashion the rafts they’ll need. It will take a while to reach the mainland. Then longer to get home. But it’s a lesson learned for The MacMahon.”

			It takes little effort to round up the remaining garrison and bring them onto the grass.

			“Three men were sent to Achill Island earlier in the week,” she says. “They are dead now. Buried on Caher Island, I suspect. I have left the rest of your fellows alive, but I require this tower house as my price for the interference in my affairs. Ye may flee or ye may fight. But Doona Castle will be mine from this day forward.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1589

				“Open Rebellion”
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			Grace is fifty-nine years old

			
			Rockfleet Castle. Perhaps her favorite tower house in all of Ireland. Grace has loved it since her first day of fosterage. It is bigger than the O’Malley tower houses—four floors instead of three—though it boasts little in the way of adornment. Rockfleet is but a single stone tower topped by ramparts and a narrow walk. A curtain wall surrounds the fortress on three sides, and a small barbican provides the only point of access from land. The tower house sits at the end of a deep inlet in Rockfleet Bay, on the northern shore of the larger Clew Bay. It is an impressive stronghold for the Bourke clan. Well placed. Well fortified. The thing Grace has always loved most about Rockfleet, however, is that a ship can sail right up to the front steps during high tide. There is no trudging across a sandy beach or through brackish bog. So she ties off at the dock and watches as her grandson rushes out to greet her.

			“Granny!” Young Richard shouts, almost slipping on the wet stone as he hurtles himself toward Niamh. She thinks it is joy in his voice at first, but then she sees his face. His features, so like those of Hook, his father, are streaked with terror.

			Grace is on him in an instant. “What’s happened?”

			“The sheriff. He was here this morning to give you notice. He had papers.”

			She motions to her crew that they should finish docking without her. It is a sludgy day in February, though not intolerable. Mist instead of rain, but cold enough to need layers.

			“What kind of papers?” she demands.

			“A commission signed by Bingham. One that allows his sheriff to search all of Mayo for Spaniards and any traitors harboring them. I told him they cannot go through our territory. That they had no right and you wouldn’t be standing for it. But when he realized you weren’t here to stop them, he took his men to Mulranny.”

			“There are no Spaniards in Mulranny,” she says.

			“The sheriff doesn’t know that, does ’e? ’E’s only looking for a fight.”

			“Then we’ll have to give him one.”

			Young Richard is not yet sixteen. Tall like his father, but slender as a reed. It will be some years before he has the muscle to be intimidating. With his fosterage only just ended, he has been at Rockfleet learning what he can from Grace.

			She places a reassuring hand on his forearm. “How many men did the sheriff have with him?”

			“A personal guard of twenty-five. But he has another two hundred and fifty already marching north into the territory of Erris.”

			“How long have they been gone?”

			“Four hours, at least. I am sorry, Granny. I had no way of stopping them, I—”

			“This is Bingham’s fault, not yours. Do you hear me?”

			The boy nods.

			She grinds her teeth together for a moment, considering what to do. “The sheriff will be in Mulranny already. But we have to stop him before he can lead his army north toward Blacksod Bay. Or they’ll find our Spaniards at Doona Castle, and all the evidence they’ll need to hang me.”

			Young Richard straightens his shoulders. He gulps but his eyes are hard. “I’ll go with you.”

			“No. You ride for Burrishoole and alert your father. I’ll take my men by ship. But he’ll need to rout as many as he can by land. We’ll deal with what’s left together. Go. Now.”

			“No.” Young Richard lifts his chin and she sees all his father’s stubbornness. “It’s me that didn’t stop him earlier. And it’s me that will stop him from going any farther.”

			He’s little more than a boy. And she’s no right to drag him into battle without the knowledge of his parents. But if she refuses Young Richard now, neither he nor her men will forget. Grace has lived far longer than she’s had a right to, given all the trouble she’s seen these last six decades. But she will not lead this clan forever. And her grandson, young though he is, will likely be one of the men to carry on after she is gone.

			“Get your weapon, then,” she tells him, and prays that her daughter will forgive her.

			The boy is off like an arrow, bolting through the door and into the castle. When Grace turns back to Niamh, she sees her crew on deck waiting for orders. “Empty the garrison,” she tells them. “We’ll need every sword we can muster.”
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			There are near eighty men on board Niamh within the hour. They set out late that afternoon, first using oars to make their way through Rockfleet Bay, then sails once they glide into Clew. There is some skill required to navigate the shallow waters and its cluttered drumlin islands, but they’ve no time to spare. Gutty is surprised Gráinne takes the risk. She coddles this ship more than any of her grandchildren.

			Gráinne is in her sailing trews, still damp from her earlier voyage as she guides Niamh onto the broad flat beach at Mulranny. All these years later and Gutty is still unnerved at the sight of her, dressed like a man, while at the helm. In his experience, there are two Gráinnes: the chieftain and the sea captain. But every once in a while, they converge to become this version of her. And now that woman stands before him, scowling at the blood-red sunset.

			The white sands and gentle waves of Mulranny belie the acrid black smoke that rises from the village. A dozen families live here and there’s little chance they could fight off the English sheriff and his armed guard.

			Gráinne orders Young Richard to stay with Gutty as they pile onto the beach. The boy carries no weapon but a scythe sharpened to a lethal glint.

			When Gutty looks at it askance, the boy says, “Was good enough for my da during his first fight.”

			“This is your first?”

			He nods.

			“Isn’t as fun as they say—” Gutty motions toward all the men gathering on the beach. “They boast when they’re drunk, but they’re all scared enough in the moment.”

			“Were you scared?”

			Gutty pulls his sword from its scabbard, readies the blade in his hand. “I screamed like a cailín the first time I saw a man killed.”

			“You did?”

			“Tá. Was in Moycullen. That wasn’t a battle, though. It was a murder. I was about your age.”

			“And how old when you killed a man yourself?”

			“Not long after.”

			“Did you scream then too?”

			Gutty laughs. “No. But I spewed my breakfast afterward.”

			This seems to hearten Young Richard, and the boy stays close to Gutty’s elbow as they move up the beach. They’re spread out in a V formation, like geese, knees bent and bodies close to the ground. Quiet. The village is deathly quiet as well, except for the distant bleating of sheep. A bad sign.

			Gutty’s fears are confirmed once they reach the village proper. The sheriff has razed it to the ground. Everything burned. Every man, woman, and child slaughtered. The sheriff and his men have left the bodies strewn about the small village green. Hands tied, throats cut. The youngest victim looks to be a suckling infant, dead beside her brother. A dozen thatched roofs smolder around them, every woman left in a state of indecency. Their ravaged bodies bloodied, dresses torn off entirely or skirts shoved up. Blood and bruises everywhere, most of them left naked beneath the sky.

			“I’ll kill every one of those English bastards,” Young Richard says, teeth clenched, then spills his guts onto the torched grass.

			Gutty lets him finish, then grabs him by the shirt and pulls him to his feet. Shakes him, hard. “You’ll have to leave a few for me.”

			“You—” Gráinne points at the Murray twins. “Look for survivors.”

			While they move through the grim scene, she has Ultan and Young Richard search for tracks. It only takes a few minutes to find two dozen sets of footprints heading north.

			“We do not have time to bury these people,” Gutty tells her. “Not if we want to catch the sheriff. If they’ve gone into Erris, we have to kill them before they join the rest of the army. We can’t fight off near three hundred men.”

			Gráinne doesn’t look at him. Her gaze is fixed on the small, grubby fist of a child who lies at her feet.

			“I can’t stomach the thought of leaving them to nature. Or animals.”

			“How long would it take to bury seventy people, Gráinne?”

			“And how much worse will the job be in three days? Or ten? Or however long before we can make it back?” she asks.

			The men are restless, shifting from foot to foot, looking north, lust for revenge in their eyes.

			“Five men,” Gutty suggests. “One as lookout for Niamh and the rest to dispose of the bodies. That’s all we can spare.”

			She nods. “Choose them. Quickly. We must stop the sheriff before he reaches Ballycroy.”
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			The sheriff and his guards are sprawled around a handful of fires. Eating and drinking. Laughing. It isn’t raining yet, but it will be soon, and these Englishmen are taking their warmth while they can get it.

			Gráinne and her war party surround them carefully, spreading out like a net until the small campsite is encircled. These bloody English have chosen a decent spot, at least. Nestled inside a copse of Scots pine. They’ve a lookout too, but his blood is dripping from the end of Gutty’s blade and his body is lying face down in pine needles twenty feet away.

			“Leave the sheriff alive,” she told them an hour ago. “I’ll need my answers before we’ve rid Mayo of him.”

			The Murray twins had argued for a few moments, but in the end decided arrows would be the best way to begin their assault. Kill as many as they can, as quickly as they can, then dispatch the rest by sword.

			“Stay beyond the light of their campfires,” she instructed. “And don’t let them hear you coming.”

			Closer, closer they’d crept until now they can see the men, sprawled out, boasting of their exploits in Mulranny.

			“I hate it when they fight,” one of the Englishmen complains. He gingerly touches the side of his face where two long scratch marks etch a bloody trail down his face. “But hell, that little Irish cunt was soft. I’d do her again if she wasn’t dead.” He elbows the man next to him. “I told you we should have brought a few of them along for sport.”

			“Sheriff said no.”

			“That didn’t stop him from lifting a skirt himself. How old was she? Eighteen, maybe? Our good sheriff bent her over a wagon and fucked her bloody.”

			An arrow through his throat stops the resounding laughter of his fellows.

			Grace doesn’t like battle—is damn tired of it, in fact. She is too old and too sore to still be leading men like this. But there is one part that she loves—a singular joy in all this horrid mess. She loves the moment after the first strike, that quick breath between surprise and shouts of alarm. The certainty that her enemy has been caught unaware. Everything that comes afterward—the fear and pain and all the beastly noise—she could do without. But this, the length of one breath, is why she hasn’t appointed a captain to fight her battles for her.

			The campsite erupts into chaos. Seven arrows, maybe eight, find their marks. A few more render their targets maimed. The English soldiers who get to their swords in time form defensive groups back-to-back. The others thrash and flail on the ground as her men stab and hack and unleash the fury they’ve held tight—like hot coal—since Mulranny. Murder an Irishman, and it will cost your life. Slaughter an Irish child, and they’ll make you beg before they let you die. But rape an Irishwoman, and they’ll take your manhood before cutting out your tongue.

			Her men show no mercy.

			As for Grace, she marches into the camp looking for the sheriff. He was asleep, of course, tucked into his bedroll, but now he’s scooted up against the bristly trunk of a pine tree, eyes wild.

			“I am the sheriff of Mayo!” he screams at Gutty. “I am on official business.”

			Young Richard is there as well, his scythe held close to the sheriff’s bare throat. Grace can see his Adam’s apple bobbing in terror.

			She approaches them, giving little mind to the shouts and curses and clanging of metal all around her. She has almost seventy men to his twenty-five. Hers will barely break a sweat.

			Grace crouches at the sheriff’s feet. Tilts her head to the side. She rests her elbows on the knees of her sailing trews and enjoys the look on his face when he realizes this war party has been led not just by a woman, but by her.

			“O’Malley,” he snaps, “call your men off.”

			“No.”

			“This is treason. You’ll all be hanged.”

			She makes a show of looking around the camp, at the sparks flying as men fight through the fires, at the bodies lying all around them. “By who?”

			“Bingham.”

			“Much to my disappointment, he is not here. I have been waiting most of my life to get him at the pointy end of my blade.”

			“I’ll tell him. And he will come for you.”

			“You will be dead in a few minutes, Sheriff. You’ll tell him nothing.”

			He sees then that he has lost. Grace watches the thumping of his pulse, right at the base of his throat. She knows it would make a bloody spray if she were to stick her knife right there.

			“I had my orders!” he screams.

			“Did those orders include killing babies in Mulranny? Did they include raping its women? Burning its homes? Because I have never seen an official order—English or otherwise—that allows such a thing.”

			Another hard swallow. “That wasn’t us.”

			“We were rather close behind, Sheriff. And you took no great pains to hide your tracks. They led us straight here. So you will find no sympathy with me. Now show me these orders that Bingham gave you.”

			He points to his satchel. Grace unlatches it and pulls a piece of parchment from within. She unrolls the letter and holds it out at arm’s length so she can read the thing.

			“It’s in English,” she says.

			“What did you expect, you stupid bi—”

			Gutty’s knife at his throat silences him.

			“It isn’t long. Read it. Out loud.” She holds the paper in front of his face.

			The fool still thinks he might get out of this alive, so he nods, then blinks hard, focusing on Bingham’s neat script. There are a few seconds of greetings and salutations, then he gets into the meat of the letter.

			“I give you charge to prosecute and follow all and every of the said traitors throughout Mayo. It shall be lawful for you and your said companies to prey burn and spoil if they do not cooperate, giving them notice of the danger thereof beforehand—”

			Grace hits him with an open palm, knocking his face to the side.

			“Did you give that girl notice of the danger before you bent her over a wagon and raped her? Did you give her the chance to explain if she had seen a single Spaniard in this territory?”

			“I didn’t…that wasn’t—”

			“Kill him,” she tells Gutty.

			Young Richard steps forward. “No, Granny. That’s my right.”

			Grace thinks of Hook in Dublin several years back, laughing about how he’d name his youngest daughter after his own mother, a woman who stayed put and told bedtime stories to his children. And God, she has never wished to be that kind of mother, that kind of grandmother, more than she does in this moment. What would a gentle life have looked like?

			She clears the lump of grief from her throat.

			Blinks back a rush of sudden, unwelcome tears.

			Then nods.

			Gutty takes the sheriff by the hair and yanks his head back. Then her grandson steps forward and raises his father’s scythe. His cut is neither clean nor artful and he does not kill the man on his first try. It takes a second, harder swipe to get the job done, and soon enough Bingham’s sheriff lies dead in a bloody heap.

			“I want the credit,” Young Richard says, panting, “for killing ’im.”

			It isn’t pride that Grace feels deep within her chest, but hollowness. She is tired of having to fight—for her family and for her life—but she is relieved that this grandson of hers is able to do the necessary thing.

			“You may have every drop of it,” she says. “And I will tell your da that you did a far better job than I did the first I was told to kill a man.”

			Within moments, the entire camp is quiet. All the English are dead. And her men look to her for their next move.

			“To Doona,” she tells them. “I must warn my Spaniards.”
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			Captain Mendoza and his Spanish sailors leave Doona Castle before sunrise. Grace sends them with the Murray twins southward to Achill and her lands around Castle Kildavnet, where they will wait for her. It is a dangerous game, this, playing both sides of the issue. She has made promises to Walsingham and the Ulster chieftains. She’s gambled her life with both. Grace also sends a message to Hook. She orders Finn to tell him that Bingham is hunting their accomplices in Mayo.

			It takes almost four hours for her war party to make their way back to Mulranny. The men she left behind are not yet halfway done with the grisly deed of burying villagers when they return, bloody and exhausted.

			“Go in shifts,” she tells them. “Half of you sleep, the other half dig graves. Figure it out amongst yourselves.”

			Niamh is still where Grace left her, listing at low tide, and for one desperate moment she considers crawling into the bed in her cabin. Then she abandons that temptation and sinks to the base of a stacked-stone fence. She drops her forehead to her knees and surrenders to a moment of profound exhaustion.

			“Gráinne?”

			She looks up to find Gutty with his new shadow—Young Richard—near his elbow.

			“What now?” he asks.

			She’s been pondering that very thing since they left the sheriff and his guards dead in the woods. “We finish this awful business,” she tells him, “and then we go after Bingham.”
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			It took a month to gather the chieftains. Grace sent her most trusted men with messages about the massacre in Mulranny and Bingham’s illegal commission. By the time late March ushered in its torches of pale cherry laurel and soft draping willow, she had readied Rockfleet to receive a group of men so hell-bent on murder that she was forced to hide her whiskey lest they descend into violence on the spot.

			The Erris Bourkes arrived first. Then the Bourkes of Corraun, Burrishoole, and Tirawley. All the O’Malley’s chieftains came next—Donal included—then the Clandonnells, followed by Clangibbons. The true surprise, however, arrived in the form of The O’Flaherty, the very man who supplanted her late father-in-law, and therefore her husband and son, as chieftain at the command of the English queen. Murrough O’Flaherty crossed Lough Corrib and traveled all the way north, at the head of five hundred soldiers. He came even though Bingham holds his son prisoner at Athlone Castle east of Galway.

			Though Grace hosted the council—and joined the war—she does not lead it. It was Bourke lands that were violated and Bourke chieftains who now marshal the rebellion. She is happy to let them—her skills are better used at sea. So Grace sails for the Aran Islands now, a cluster of three large drumlins that sit perched at the mouth of Galway Bay. Whoever controls these islands controls the shipping route into Bingham’s territory.

			The sea is smooth this morning, the air still, as though holding its breath. Grace stands with Ultan atop the cabin deck as the striated westerly cliffs of the Aran Islands come into view.

			“Fecking O’Flahertys,” Grace mutters. “The English wouldn’t have control of those islands if not for them. Eejits. Squabbling over castles again. Tried to take Killeany from the O’Briens, so the English queen took the Arans from them last year to stop the fighting.”

			Ultan has heard this rant before, so he just nods. Grace has a special hatred for the inhabitants of the Arans, as an entire company of English soldiers now control Galway Bay. All her pirating efforts in the area have been effectively thwarted.

			Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh flank Niamh in these early dawn waters. Their hulking shapes are a comfort to Grace. Caoimhe, short and fat, like a mother hen. And the Róisín Dubh, long and wicked, like a Turkish blade. Still, whatever lookouts might be on Inishmore will have difficulty spotting them this time of day. It is overcast and threatening rain. They glide forward in soupy gray mist.

			“Once we take Inishmore, the others should be easy. Neither Inishmaan nor Inishmere is heavily fortified,” Grace tells Ultan. “And the O’Neill castle on Inishmere is used only as a lookout.”

			Ultan nods, quiet as usual, but she can see him squinting. She waits for the question she knows is coming. “You still think it best to go through Gregory’s Sound? To make a direct attack?”

			They had discussed whether to come in from the north, but she thinks it best to strike hard and fast. “We cannot give them time to rally. Most of the garrison are still abed. They aren’t expecting us. And we have twice the men.”

			There are four hundred soldiers spread across the three ships. Her personal army of two hundred, along with one hundred Gallowglass and her Spaniards. She has promised Captain Mendoza to ferry his men back to Lisbon in exchange for their swords and fury on the Aran Islands.

			The ships are quiet as seals when they slide into Gregory’s Sound between Inishmore and Inishmaan. Tall limestone cliffs tower above them on either side, and Grace watches the crags warily for any sign that the lookouts have spotted them. But she hears no call and sees no signal fires. So they move on and circle left into Killeany Bay. Her ships fly no banner, give no outward indication of loyalty, and as they approach the harbor she sees only a smattering of guards on duty. It is raining steadily by the time they dock. There are six English ships anchored in the small harbor, a fleet at rest, soon to be victim of their master’s laziness.

			“Kill the guards,” she tells her men quietly as they move on deck, looking for all the world like simple merchants. “The Róisín Dubh has her orders. They will burn the English ships while the rest of us disembark. Then we sack the castle. Any goods and supplies we find will be taken for spoil.” She looks at them in turn, then gives a firm command: “Kill only the English.”

			“And the English lord? What if he’s in residence?” Ultan asks.

			“He is never in residence. He wants to own our land, not manage it. I’d wager Niamh that Sir Thomas LeStrange is at his city house in Galway. But if you find him, remind him of what I said many years ago: Irish lands are not for sale.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Sir Richard Bingham has taken his whiskey early today. The distilled alcohol is the only thing he enjoys about this godforsaken country. The whole damned island is populated by dirty, uncouth heathens. And yet, they have managed to create a rather astonishing way of passing a dreary afternoon. Given that it has been raining every day this April, Bingham has spent most afternoons in a pleasant haze in his study at Athlone Castle. Aqua vitae, the monks called their accidental invention. The water of life, indeed.

			He doesn’t bother to look up from his desk for a knock at the door. “Come in,” he calls absentmindedly. Probably the maid again, looking for a bit of encouragement in her endeavors at seduction.

			Her quiet voice answers. “Lord Deputy FitzWilliam to see you, sir.” She bobs so low that he can hear her knee tap the wooden floor.

			Richard Bingham has been a soldier his entire life. He is grateful for all those years standing in ranks and learning his place. For his body responds before his brain can understand that the Governor of Ireland is standing in his study. He’s on his feet quicker than a lightning strike.

			He bows stiffly at the waist. “Lord Deputy. Please come in. I did not know you were coming.”

			“That is because I did not alert you,” FitzWilliam says.

			The Lord Deputy is not a handsome man. He does not have to be. He is powerful, and in the Tudor court, power is all that matters. FitzWilliam holds his soaked cap in his hand and Bingham can see the wide expanse of his bald head, the ring of silver hair that stretches from one ear to another. Silver brows. Silver goatee. Large brown eyes that always manage to look startled, though he is shrewd as a house cat.

			Bingham clears his throat. Comes around his desk and motions to the chairs beside the fire. “What a pleasant surprise,” he says, then calls back the maid, “Anne!”

			A moment later and there she is, all curtsies and blushes. “Sir?”

			“Bring us some ale.”

			“And whiskey?” she asks.

			“Yes.”

			He’ll need more if he’s to get through whatever is coming. FitzWilliam is dressed for travel. Trousers and boots. Wool cloak and gloves. He peels the latter off and drops them in a heap beside the fire.

			“They said it would take three days to make the trip from Dublin,” he tells Bingham. “But it took six. Blasted rain. It’s worse than England.”

			“It is worse than England in every way,” Bingham agrees. “For my part, I prefer Cyprus—”

			“I am not here so that you can regale me with your prior military exploits. I want to know why you have so profoundly failed your current assignment. As does Her Majesty.”

			“If you mean that rebellion led by the O’Malley woman, I—”

			“But she is not leading it, is she? It is not Grace O’Malley who has cut a swath from Connaught all the way to the gates of Galway. No, that would be the Bourkes. And O’Flahertys. And a few others thrown in besides.”

			“All of whom answer to O’Malley in some way or another. Do not discount her influence.”

			FitzWilliam stands at the mantel, surveying the bits and bobs Bingham has displayed from his travels. He picks up a cannonball and weighs it in his palm. “I’ve met this woman on more than one occasion,” he says. “I have never once discounted her. Unlike yourself.”

			As though bored with his surroundings, FitzWilliam lowers himself to one chair and waves a hand at the other, indicating Bingham should join him. They sit in strained silence for all of two minutes and then the maid knocks at the door again. Bingham rushes to help her into the room. The girl’s cheeks are so red they might light a fire.

			“Dear God, Bingham, have you been bedding the help again?” FitzWilliam asks once the girl has left.

			“No,” he answers between clenched teeth, and pours them each a cup of ale.

			“Keep your mitts to yourself. I don’t have the purse to pay off another jilted servant. I fear word has gotten out that someone is willing to offer good coin to make your bastards disappear.”

			Bingham clears his throat. Feels quite suddenly sober. “As you were saying, Lord Deputy? About the O’Malley woman?”

			“Oh. Yes. I’m sure you’ve heard she sacked the Aran Islands? All three of them? That she burned all of LeStrange’s crops and spoiled him of every head of livestock?”

			He clenches his jaw. “I have.”

			“And what have you done about this?”

			“I have sent letters to the Privy Council expressing the need for more troops. I—”

			“You have failed to suppress this rebellion in its entirety. All of Mayo is in chaos. The Bourkes have raided every one of your strongholds from Kilmaine to Galway. They have been so bold and unopposed as to fight and pillage right up to the very gates of Galway City. In fact, I got a letter from the Mayor of Galway himself describing these miscreants. According to him, this war band ‘came and wasted, burned and destroyed’ for an entire week. He says that Athenry Castle has been ‘put to ashes.’ Do you know what this conflict has cost Her Majesty thus far? Beyond coin and reputation, that is?”

			Bingham thinks it best not to answer, for FitzWilliam doesn’t truly want one. He has come to give a lecture and Bingham will let him. Afterward, he’ll take further vengeance on that plague of a woman. His scouts have alerted him to the location of her brother and youngest son. He thinks it is time to extract a personal price from her.

			“You are to desist from any further action against the Bourkes, or anyone else associated with this rebellion,” FitzWilliam says. “The O’Malley woman in particular. Is that clear?”

			“You cannot be serious? O’Malley is known to be harboring Spaniards. All of whom have every intention of remaining in Mayo and joining the rebels.”

			“You may take your complaints up with Her Majesty. Though you will likely find that she is tired of this trouble and expense. I have been ordered to facilitate a truce.”

			“That is why you’re here? You intend to meet with them?” Bingham demands.

			“The meeting has been set for one month hence in Galway City.”

			“Where?”

			“It is of no consequence, for you will not be attending.”

			He ignores the Lord Deputy. “I can be there easily. I will order my staff to begin making arrangements today.”

			For such a thick man, FitzWilliam has a thin laugh. Small and reedy, like a tin whistle. It brings Bingham up short.

			“Damn it, man! Will you listen? For once. Your presence is not wanted,” FitzWilliam says. “You will stay here. Which should be no great sacrifice. From what I’ve been told, you have not left this stronghold once as Mayo burned.”

			Bingham can think of no argument. None that would change FitzWilliam’s mind, at least. He is too loyal to the Queen. Too good at taking orders. He would not have agreed to this second term as Lord Deputy of Ireland otherwise, for he is known to dislike the country immensely.

			“You would have me sit here and do nothing?”

			“Yes.” FitzWilliam nods. “It would seem that the ravages inflicted these last months are a vendetta against your person specifically. So I cannot imagine that your presence in Galway would be beneficial.”

			“Then take my word on one thing.”

			FitzWilliam lifts an unruly silver brow.

			“You cannot trust that O’Malley woman. She is evil. Double-tongued. Duplicitous. And yes, I know that Sidney favored her. As does Walsingham, for reasons I cannot fathom. They have been fooled. But mark my words, she is a blight upon this country. I have seen it with my own eyes. O’Malley is the nurse to all rebellions these last forty years.”

			FitzWilliam tips his head to the side. “That’s a pretty line. One you’ve practiced. Isn’t that what you called her in your last letter to the Privy Council?”

			“It remains no less true now than it did then.”

			“Well, in any case—” FitzWilliam stands, leaving his ale untouched. He lifts his still-wet cloak and gloves from the floor. “I’ll be going to offer Her Majesty’s terms of truce to this woman. And you will not.”

			“You’re leaving now?”

			“I dislike being between two things, Bingham. Athlone sits directly between Dublin and Galway. Between war and truce. The sooner I can get to the other end, the better. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go clean up your mess.”

			Bingham rises. Bows. When FitzWilliam has left his study, he chugs the cup of ale on the small table beside him. Then goes to his desk and chugs the whiskey. He throws both empty cups against the door and watches the porcelain shatter.

			He waits. Nearly an hour he waits. Until FitzWilliam’s retinue is gone. Then he marches into the courtyard amidst the pouring rain and calls for the son of Murrough O’Flaherty to be brought out to the gallows. Damn every one of these bastard Irish heathens. The prisoner doesn’t look scared. Not even when Bingham puts the noose around his neck himself. Not even a flinch when the trapdoor drops.

			Bingham feels nothing but rage as he watches yet another enemy dangle at the end of a rope. So when he returns to the study, he calls for the maid again, and this time locks the door behind her when she enters.
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			“Fecking Galway.”

			Always, always her path leads back to this hostile city. This time, Grace and the other chieftains have been summoned to a meeting of truce by Lord Deputy FitzWilliam.

			“It would not be the first time an Englishman laid a trap for you, Taoiseach. What better way to end a rebellion than kill a dozen chieftains at once?”

			Ah, Ultan with his cheery outlook.

			“I grant such methods would be temporarily effective,” she says. “But they’d only further inflame tempers across the country. FitzWilliam comes in the name of the English queen. He’ll not threaten her rule over this island with treachery and slaughter. Certainly not while meeting in a church. It would only pull Munster and Ulster into this conflict as well. That is too great a risk.”

			Ultan offers a noncommittal grunt in response.

			As usual, her guard of four keeps close. Ultan is at her elbow today, with Gutty and the Murray twins spread through the crowd around them, watchful eyes searching for danger. They leave the harbor and pass beneath the Spanish Arch, then northeast along the quay. It is a rare sunny day. Almost too bright. Grace finds herself squinting into the sun, then setting a finger to the corner of her eyes, measuring the lines that now stretch to her temple. What a strange thing, time. It gives years and takes beauty. When she catches a glimpse of herself in a shopwindow, a fierce woman stares back at her. Hair streaked with silver, mouth full but firm, cheekbones sharp. Good. She’ll need every ounce of severity for what’s to come.

			Quay Street is narrow and cobbled, lined with shops and homes and merchant stalls. They wander on to the intersection of Shop and Abbeygate and pass Lynch’s Castle on their right. She gives the stately manor a glare. It was the Lynch family who bought the Aran Islands from the English queen. As if they had any right to buy or sell them. Those lands belong to Irish clans. Always have.

			Before long, the triple naves and great central tower of St. Nicholas Collegiate Church come into view. They slow their approach. Grace steps into a shop doorway, with Ultan not far behind, as the others search the area for trouble. She studies the great wooden doorways of the church. Each stands half open, allowing the midday sunlight to wash across the limestone floor. A man strides through. She knows him. One of the Erris Bourkes. Grace scoots farther into the shadowed doorway and listens for shouts or screams from within the church. Nothing. She relaxes.

			“If they struck, wouldn’t be until you were all inside,” Ultan growls.

			“Oh for feck’s sake,” she says. “They might kill us all one day. But it won’t be here.”

			He shrugs.

			Grace gives her men five minutes to surveil the area. Once Gutty and the Murray twins come loping toward her again, she straightens her back and tucks her leather satchel securely under her arm. “Let’s get this over with,” she says.

			As she approaches the doors, a memory finds her. It’s just a tickle at the back of her skull. Grace and Donal, forty-six years ago in this exact spot. Keep an eye on your sister, their father had ordered Donal before he let them wander the city with Ultan on hand to guard. It was the last day of her youth, of real freedom. And they’d found themselves on this very doorstep.

			She looks to the right side of the tooled limestone doorway, its arch rising above her into a point. There, at eye level, the vague lines of an old carving. A dragon head etched in rock. Grace spreads her fingers and sets her palm against the carving, the same as she did all those years ago.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Donal can practically feel his sister enter the room. A hush falls when she steps through the arched doorway, as if all the other chieftains were waiting for her arrival. Her men drift away and find seats at the back. They spread out in pews, but do not relax. They could reach her in seconds if something went wrong. So no wonder she has such confidence as she moves down the center aisle.

			Gráinne wears a dress today, and a pretty one too. Green silk trimmed with lace. Interesting. Donal wonders what kind of image she intends to present to the Lord Deputy.

			“Did you bring the book?” Donal asks when she settles into the pew beside him.

			“Tá. And the letter.”

			“The chieftains of Sligo have brought their book as well. Bingham has much to account for.”

			There is a banging and shuffling in the vestry. Then Sir William FitzWilliam, Lord Deputy of Ireland, steps into the chancel, dressed in all his finery. Red velvet and crisp white silk. A nice cap and a trimmed goatee. Two armed guards follow him, hands ready at their hilts, but otherwise at ease. This small retinue cuts the static in the air. Donal can feel the shift, like a sigh.

			He leans close to Gráinne’s ear. “And what of your Spaniards?” he whispers.

			Her voice is soft and measured—like a heartbeat—when she answers. “Captain Mendoza and his men have been delivered to Lisbon. As promised. We returned a week ago with a hold full of that tawny port you like so much.”

			He chuckles. “Only you could turn a mission of mercy into one of profit.”

			“I’ve never seen a reason to choose between the two,” she says.

			The room settles as the other chieftains find their seats. Donal listens to the creak of leather and the rustle of wool. Throats clearing. With muttered prayers and whispered curses, the men around him prepare themselves. His sister is the picture of calm, however, hands folded in her lap, face set to a pleasant expression of curiosity.

			“Thank you for coming,” FitzWilliam tells them. “I will not waste your time with dithering. Her Majesty wishes an end to these conflicts and I am prepared to negotiate on her behalf. As I indicated in my letters to each of you, Her Majesty has but two conditions to implement this truce. And it is my understanding that you have two as well?”

			“Are you prepared to recognize The MacWilliam?” This from one of the Erris Bourkes, on his feet already, shaking a fist.

			“Oh for feck’s sake,” Donal mutters. “That’s what they lead with?”

			Grace says, “They’ll have to work it through before they agree to anything. Elizabeth has been meddling with the succession for years. Choosing chieftains of her own. Men who will answer to her.”

			“We’ll not agree to anything unless we know our choice in MacWilliam is secure!” Another Bourke.

			“Get comfortable,” Gráinne tells him. “They’ll not move on from this point until it’s settled.”

			As usual, his sister is right. It takes near an hour for the Bourkes to make their case. They threaten to walk out. They threaten greater rebellion. Shout. Curse. And all the while Donal watches FitzWilliam. The Lord Deputy is impatient. Frustrated. He dislikes the spectacle, and the Bourkes in particular. Donal sees in the man’s large dark eyes that he always intended to give this concession. But the Bourkes must believe they fought for it.

			“We’ll not be governed by English laws! We demand the Brehon system! We have chosen our own MacWilliam. And he must be recognized by Queen Elizabeth, or there will be no truce.”

			FitzWilliam rises from his bench. He makes a show of pacing back and forth across the chancel, as if deliberating the merits of their demand. He gnaws at the inside of his cheek. Nods. Finally, he comes to a stop before the assembled group.

			“Her Majesty is prepared to accommodate this request in exchange for the promised cessation of hostilities.” His voice rings throughout the church, and Donal thinks he has practiced these words, that he relishes the sound of them in this space. “Now. What is your other demand?”

			Gráinne times it perfectly.

			She had slipped her book from the satchel while FitzWilliam paced. Now she stands and takes three steps toward him. Then throws the book to the stone slab at his feet.
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			“Our second demand,” Grace says, voice loud and authoritative, “and the most important”—here she glares over her shoulder at the assembled Bourkes—“is that Sir Richard Bingham be removed as Governor of Connaught.”

			Grace can see FitzWilliam struggle to form a response. She is technically neither chieftain nor lady. But he recognizes her, that much is certain. Those dark eyes flicker across her person, tightening at the decorative scabbard that hangs at her waist, and the dagger therein.

			“Mistress O’Malley,” he says finally. Grace can feel the men around her bristle at the inadequate moniker. “It is good to see you again.”

			“There is no need for lies between us, Lord Deputy. You are not pleased to see me. Nor I, you. But here we are, because your man Bingham has brought violence to the province he was meant to govern. It has been five years of bloodshed and murder and treachery. That book”—she points to the volume at his feet—“is a record of his crimes. It begins with the murder of my son, Eóin O’Flaherty, at his command.”

			The new O’Flaherty comes to stand beside her. “And it ends with the murder of mine,” he says. “Hanged at Athlone Castle not one month ago.”

			Grace can see FitzWilliam flinch at that, so she presses her advantage. “There are countless names and dates on those pages, Lord Deputy. Your governor has committed murder, he has ordered men tortured, overseen the slaughter of entire villages, women raped and children killed. He has hanged men and burned towns. If that is what your queen calls justice, we want no part of it.”

			“Bingham is a hard man. There is no question,” FitzWilliam says. “But I find it hard to believe these accusations.”

			“Then believe this,” Grace tells him as she pulls the commission from her satchel. She gives it to the Lord Deputy. “Written by Bingham’s own hand.”

			Once he has read it with those large startled eyes, she says, “You will note there is but a single signature at the bottom. Such a mandate would require your signature as well as Bingham’s, would it not? At Bingham’s instruction, the sheriff of Mayo slaughtered the entire town of Mulranny, his men raping and gutting as they went. That crime started this rebellion, Lord Deputy, and unless your man is removed as governor, we have no intention of ceasing our efforts to rid our lands of his presence.”

			“I knew nothing of this,” FitzWilliam tells her.

			She extends her hand and he places the commission back in her palm. “Our terms are simple. Acknowledge the Bourke chieftain, and remove Bingham from his position. Those are the conditions by which we accept a truce.”

			Grace ought to have seen it before, his lack of distress at their second term. But she sees it now. Oh, she thinks, he wants Bingham gone as well. We could have asked for more.

			FitzWilliam gives his eagerness away with a quick swipe of his tongue across his lower lip. “These terms are amenable,” he says. “As long as each chieftain in this room is willing to bow the knee to Her Majesty and swear that they will forthwith deliver, to myself, any members of the Spanish fleet that they have kept quartered among them.”

			Grace turns to the men behind her and inquires with a look. One by one they nod.

			“Those terms are agreeable,” she says.

			“Then let us be done with this business,” FitzWilliam tells them. “I have drawn terms of truce. The chieftains will kneel before myself as Her Majesty’s agent, and then they will sign.”

			Grace looks at her brother and they speak, as they always have, without words.

			This means nothing, she tells him.

			I know, he says. It’s all for show.

			Donal O’Malley, chieftain of clan O’Malley, rises first. He bends the knee to the Lord Deputy of Ireland and puts his name to the document. One by one, the Bourke chieftains of Corraun, Burrishoole, and Tirawley get in line. They are followed by the Clandonnells and Clangibbons.

			The O’Flaherty goes last, and when he passes Grace he says, “I underestimated you. That was a mistake.”

			“We are allies in this, Murrough,” she says. “But do not think that I have forgotten what you took from me by aligning yourself with the English queen. Our reckoning is yet to come.”

			She watches them kneel and sign their agreement to abide by the terms of this truce. But because Grace is not technically a chieftain—not according to the laws of God or man—she is required to do neither.
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			Grace is thirteen years old

			
			She is offered a hand as she steps off Niamh’s deck and onto the steps of Rockfleet Castle. That quickly, she finds herself on solid ground, preparing to meet David Bourke, The MacWilliam of Connaught.

			Grace allows herself one longing glance backward to the smaller confines of Rockfleet Bay, then the broad expanse of Clew Bay beyond. It is the golden hour, and the green hills of those sprawling drumlin islands are burnished copper. And if the sinking sun appears heavy, or the horizon a deeper blue, then it must be her imagination, her own sadness getting the better of her. So she clenches her teeth. Grace will not let anyone see her cry. She will save that for later. For darkness. And the privacy of whatever bed she is to be given in this place.

			“Céad míle fáilte!” A booming voice and a cheery greeting pull her attention back to where it belongs.

			The owner of the voice is the largest man Grace has ever seen. Larger than her own father. This man, David Bourke, is a great bear, all brown hair and brown beard, and in this light his eyes also look to be brown. Then he moves closer, gripping her father’s arm in greeting. “Dubhdara!”

			“MacWilliam!”

			Now Grace can see that his eyes are blue—though so dark she cannot decide whether they are menacing or only intense.

			Like her father, this man is dressed for the occasion: worsted wool trews and a vest of tanned leather with a clean leine beneath. Long woolen cloak fastened with a gold pin. Hobnailed boots and leather belts at their waists that showcase their sgian-dubh with stag-antler hilts. Formal, but not elegant. They have left it to their women to show off the elaborate plumage. Thus Grace in her blue silk gown and Maeve in one almost the color of ivory. The MacWilliam’s wife has gone for a green the color of fresh moss.

			When the dark eyes of David Bourke turn to Grace, she forces herself not to retreat a step. The MacWilliam takes her measure head to toe, flicks a glance to Maeve. Comparing them. No doubt gauging how Grace will age. Based on the ghost of a smile—just a slight turning at one corner of his mouth—she seems to pass inspection.

			“My daughter, Gráinne,” Eóin says, drawing her forward by the hand.

			There are no curtsies expected, only a slight dip of the head, a lowering of eyes to show respect. Grace is elegant with her movements; she has been trained for this. Maeve took great care in recent weeks to ensure that she practiced every greeting and gesture.

			“I am pleased to be here,” she says.

			David Bourke grins. “And ’tis an honor to have you.”

			Eóin moves forward again, this time with his hand at the small of Maeve’s back. “And of course you know my wife.”

			Maeve steps into The MacWilliam’s embrace with a smile. “Dia duit, old friend.”

			“But this would be the first time you’ve met my son,” Eóin continues, then waves him forward. “Dónal-ne-Píopa.”

			“We’ll have the pleasure of two Donals, then,” Bourke says, and Grace thinks there is a note of cunning in his voice.

			“How so?”

			“The O’Flaherty has beaten you by an entire day, Dubhdara. His son is also Donal.”

			There is frost in her father’s voice when he replies, “It was my understanding that O’Flaherty chose to send his son to the Joyce clan for fostering.”

			“You are misinformed. I have always found the Joyces to be rather hostile.”

			Whereas David Bourke has a voice that booms, the man who has just spoken can barely be heard. But all heads turn to him nonetheless. He stands in the tower door, arms crossed, eyes locked upon her father.

			Nothing about him should cause the reaction he elicits. He is of middling height. Not thin, but certainly no mountain of a man. An average face. Muddy eyes and a nose that might be too large. Or perhaps it has been broken too many times. So Grace cannot fathom why her father stiffens, why his jaw clenches. Or why The MacWilliam angles to the side, unwilling to let this man near his back.

			“O’Flaherty,” Eóin says by way of greeting.

			“O’Malley.”

			They neither embrace nor clasp arms. There are no honorifics between them.

			Three young men stand in the doorway behind O’Flaherty. They look as like their fathers as Donal does Eóin. Younger versions of Bourke and O’Flaherty.

			“My sons,” The MacWilliam says, pointing first to the older, then the younger. “Walter Fada and Richard-an-Iarainn.”

			Tall Walter.

			And Richard in Iron.

			Appropriate bynames given that the older Bourke son is even taller than The MacWilliam and the younger wears a chainmail shirt that he has yet to grow into. The lúireach is old and devoid of sleeves, just a vest worn over his leine as though it were normal to wear battle attire to dinner. Grace is staring at this bit of armor when the other young man steps forward.

			“Dónal-an-Chogaidh,” The O’Flaherty says.

			Donal of the Battles.

			Younger than Walter, older than Richard, and eager to make an impression if his puffed-up chest is any indication. Grace decides right then that she has room for only one Donal, and as the spot already belongs to her brother, she will find another way to address this imposter who should not even be here. Grace can see that her father does not want him here.

			“Come!” The MacWilliam booms. “You must be hungry. Let us eat and settle the terms.”
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			The low trestle table is heavy with food and Grace is escorted to her place at the far end, between Walter Bourke and Donal O’Flaherty. Her parents sit to the right of The MacWilliam, who presides over this feast from the head of the table. To her, they feel as far away as Spain. As far away as every promise her father has ever spoken. The MacWilliam catches the longing gaze she throws in their direction, and she sees a flash of triumph in his eyes before he turns away.

			So it is a game, then, and she is the prize.

			To her right sits Tall Walter and to her left, Donal of the Battles. She is trapped. Grace seeks out her brother for rescue, but he is on the other side of Walter—and he likely wouldn’t notice her regardless, if the dumbstruck look on his face is any indication. When Grace follows his gaze, she sees the reason.

			The serving girl looks to be a year or two older than her, but not remarkable. Or, at least, not at first glance. Grace hadn’t known she was there at all until she saw Donal. The only word for her brother’s expression is wonder. As if this is the first time in his life he’s ever seen a woman. Despite her plain homespun clothing, the serving girl carries herself with dignity, like she should be sitting at the table rather than standing behind it. Her eyes match the chestnut hair tucked into her cap. A complexion of cream and cheeks pink from the effort of serving dinner. There is a soot smudge to the side of her nose and a large stain on her apron, but neither detracts from her appearance.

			Grace does not want to draw attention to her brother or this girl, so she turns away and surveys the feast spread before them. The MacWilliam is clearly trying to make an impression. She has never seen so much food in all her life. Platters of roasted beef and boar, venison and mutton. Hens straight from the oven and salmon so fresh their heads are still attached. A bucket of steamed oysters and two wheels of hard cheese. Oatcakes and barley loaves. There are bowls of boiled cabbage and roasted onions. Red dillisk soaked in butter. Blackberries and cream. Hazelnuts still smoking from the fire and wild garlic cooked until sweet and golden. Jugs of Umhall mead and whiskey. Port. Bottles of French and Spanish wine. Her stomach growls and then she is cheering right along with everyone else as The MacWilliam welcomes them all with a speech and leads them in a toast. Cups rise and they cheer to the three years of fosterage ahead.

			Grace has been swept up in some great jovial wave and she cannot help but smile. When she looks to her brother, hoping to share this moment with him, she sees that he is still staring at the serving girl.

			And the girl is staring back, her cheeks pinker now and her eyes wide. Time has stopped for the two of them. They are frozen, together, in some moment of their own making, and Grace feels like a thief just for witnessing.

			Then The MacWilliam’s cook whispers something in the girl’s ear. She blinks twice and turns away to go down the back stairs, no doubt for another tray of food.

			Donal looks bereft. Finally he turns to Grace and knows that she has seen what just transpired. If he is embarrassed, he does not let on. His eyes are pleading.

			Help me, they say.

			And so she nods, determined to assist her brother in winning over this girl, only the second thing she has ever seen him want.
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			“Why has The O’Flaherty not brought his wife?” Maeve whispers in her husband’s ear. “Does he not have one?”

			The rival chieftain sits directly across the table from her, deep in conversation with Finola Bourke.

			“He has a wife,” Eóin tells her, “though I’ve never known the woman to leave Connemara.”

			“You’ve met her?”

			“Just the once. Many years ago. They wed before he was twenty.”

			“What is she like?”

			“Mary’s her name, though I cannot remember much about her. She made little impression.”

			“Have they other children?”

			He laughs. “Tá. Finola Bourke is their oldest child and The MacWilliam’s second wife. His first died birthing Walter. Together they have only Richard.”

			Maeve tries to do the math. Finola does not look much past thirty, and Richard is slightly older than Gráinne. “That complicates things,” she says. “Will Finola do the bidding of her husband or her father when it comes to Gráinne?”

			Eóin picks a bit of meat from his teeth. “It depends if marriage has shifted her loyalties.”

			“They seem evenly split to me, given that her brother now has an equal chance with our daughter.”

			“That could have been The MacWilliam’s doing.”

			“To what end?” she asks.

			“He still needs to show his strength. Both to a rival and to his wife.” He smiles at her. “Some women forget that they are not in charge.”

			Maeve turns to her dinner and eats for a while, considering how best to navigate the situation. Then, after a moment, asks, “And The O’Flaherty? How many sons do I need to worry about on his side?”

			“There’s only Donal. Though I cannot say if he has any apart from his wife. If so, he did not think them worthy to bring here.” Eóin lifts his eyes from the half-empty plate and meets hers. “Why?”

			“ ’Tis important to understand the family Gráinne might marry into.”

			Eóin plucks a turnip off his plate with two fingers and pops it into his mouth. “She will not marry an O’Flaherty. I’ll see to that myself.”

			“You may have to,” she says. “Because your daughter has been the subject of his attention for half the night.”

			Maeve has never admitted this to Eóin, but the tears she cried the morning Gráinne was born were tears of relief. She had dreaded the idea of bearing a son. Dreaded watching them both go to war and neither of them come home. In truth, the only thing she ever wanted was a daughter. Sometimes, when she looks at Gráinne, she feels as if she is looking in a mirror. And then her daughter speaks and Maeve realizes Gráinne is something else. Something more.

			Maeve notes that both The MacWilliam and The O’Flaherty keep a weather eye on their sons, watching Gráinne’s reactions to the conversation. Her daughter has been put on display—and she is thrilled to see it. Not because she is ready for Eóin to marry the girl off—she will never be ready for that. Maeve is pleased because this dinner proves that having a daughter is the real power. Men grasp for sons and often lose them as quickly as they can raise them. But daughters give a man his legacy. She knows that Eóin wanted more children—they tried often enough to grow their family—but despite that failure, they are at no disadvantage here. On this evening, at this table, they possess the one thing of real value. Let these other clans fight over this daughter of theirs.

			“Maeve?”

			She looks up into the inquisitive face of Finola Bourke. “Remind me where your family hails from?”

			It is difficult to suppress her smile. Finola has been sitting next to her father all evening, talking in muted whispers. Trading information, no doubt. Maeve has noticed their curious glances when they assume her attention is elsewhere.

			“Liscannor,” she says.

			“Ah. County Clare. And how close is that to Castlebar? I’ve a cousin who lives there.”

			Maeve pretends to make the calculation while The O’Flaherty pretends not to listen. “It would be far, nearly one hundred miles, wouldn’t it?”

			Now that she knows the relationship between them, she can see the traces of O’Flaherty blood in Finola. There is a compactness to her body, a lithe sort of tension. The features that look sharp on the father are softer on the daughter, thanks to bigger eyes and fuller lips. But she exudes that same clever quality that makes you want to keep track of them at all times.

			“And are your people still in Liscannor?” Finola asks.

			“People, no. All I have to claim in that area is the land my mother left to me.”

			“You’ve no brothers, I take it?” Finola asks. The light in her eyes has shifted now, to one of deep interest.

			“No, only myself. As it was only my mother before me. Three generations those lands have passed from one daughter to the next.”

			Finola smiles sweetly. “Then Gráinne is all the more fortunate.”
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			Eóin marvels at his daughter’s posture. Spine like a mast. Head held high. Shoulders back. He has never seen her look more like her mother than she does tonight. He thinks perhaps he missed the moment when she shifted from girl to woman, and it feels like a loss to him. Gráinne sits at the other end of the table, dressed like a lady holding court. He wonders if Maeve has kept this transformation from him on purpose—prolonged the idea that she is too young to leave them.

			“You did well with her,” he tells his wife.

			“At least she’s learned to comb her hair.” Maeve smiles, then lowers her gaze to his shoulders. “Unlike her father.”

			“It’s not me who needs to make the impression.”

			“Oh, I think she’s made it already.” His wife is quiet for a moment and he sees a rare wave of doubt wash across her face. “Though, perhaps…”

			“No,” he assures her. “This is the right thing. We cannot keep her to ourselves forever.”

			Perhaps The MacWilliam has overheard them, or maybe he guesses the root of their conversation based on their bent heads and the frown that tightens Maeve’s mouth.

			“Do not worry, Dubhdara. She’ll be well in our care. And the time will pass quickly.”

			“I do not doubt your hospitality,” Eóin says. “Only my wife’s willingness to leave her on the morrow.”

			Finola Bourke sits to the left of The MacWilliam. She lifts her glass in salute. “I will care for Gráinne myself. It will be a nice change, as I’ve no daughter of my own. I grow bored with all these men.”

			“Discussing terms, are we?” The O’Flaherty asks from Finola’s other side.

			“We had not quite gotten there, but I suppose now is as good a time as any,” David Bourke says. “Before I’m too deep in my cups and give up the advantage in this arrangement.”

			Eóin laughs. “You are many things, but a generous drunk is not one of them. I fully expect to be a poorer man when I leave here.”

			“Indeed you will, with two children to foster,” The MacWilliam tells him.

			“You have prepared the contracts?” Eóin asks.

			David Bourke nods. “Indeed.”

			It has taken months, but the outlines of their fosterage contract have been decided. As is custom among noble Irish families, Gráinne and Donal will reside at Rockfleet Castle for three years to complete their education and societal training. During that time they will begin their Latin studies, as well as mathematics and literature. Gráinne will be taught household management, weaving and spinning, basic medical care, and the various social duties that come with running a large estate; whereas Donal will focus on swordplay, horsemanship, hunting, fishing, falconry, and finances. Both children are to be taught chess, dice, and cards. All this will cost Eóin, and that has been the main point of arbitration. Yes, he has brought two children, and therefore expects to pay a hefty sum. But he has also brought a potential bride for Walter Bourke, and he feels that this fact should earn him an advantage in these negotiations.

			“We will of course provide all food, shelter, and clothing,” Finola adds, “and we shall assume all educational responsibilities.”

			Eóin nods. “You have already received my fee for the first year?”

			“They are fat and pretty, as expected,” The MacWilliam acknowledges.

			Eóin had delivered thirty head of cattle to The MacWilliam last week. Twelve for Donal and eighteen for Gráinne. He is learning too late that daughters cost more than sons.

			“Are you glad you’ve only lost twelve cattle, O’Flaherty?” Eóin asks.

			David Bourke laughs. “It cost him fifteen to bring his boy here. O’Flaherty is not such a shrewd negotiator as you.”

			Perhaps he wants to embarrass O’Flaherty. Or maybe it is just a reminder that David Bourke is a player in this game as well. But the comment does not land well and Eóin sees the anger rise in his rival’s face. His cheeks grow blotchy.

			“My cattle are the healthier, no doubt,” O’Flaherty says.

			Once the issue of livestock has been settled, they move on to the other rights and obligations laid out in the contract. It’s all there in ink, but The MacWilliam wants to see their eyes as he reads from the papers.

			“It isn’t as though we’re paying a dowry,” O’Flaherty grumbles as he signs his name.

			“No,” The MacWilliam says. “That contract will be between myself and O’Malley.”
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			Richard Bourke has seen pretty girls before. The village is filled with them. Sure, the world is filled with them. Or so it seems to him each time he sets foot out the door. But he has never met one so utterly impervious to his charm. And this one is off-limits—intended for his older brother. In any case, this redhead—this Gráinne—does not want to be here. That much is clear. And she certainly does not want to be stuck at this end of the table, picking at her mutton, pretending to laugh at the young O’Flaherty’s jokes or be impressed by Walter’s exploits.

			She is a mystery.

			And Richard is intrigued.

			“How did you get that scar?” he asks as soon as he finds a lull in the conversation.

			Her gaze snaps to his and he has her attention for the first time this evening. He taps the side of his own neck right below his chin. “That one.”

			The Great Hall is littered with candles, but despite the warm glow, it is still dark. Darker still are her eyes. He wants to know the color but cannot discern it here. They tighten at the corners, and she lifts one hand to her throat, thumb brushing the jagged red line.

			“I was held at knifepoint,” she says.

			O’Flaherty laughs, as if she has cracked some joke, and Richard would like to break his crooked front teeth.

			“Let me see.” O’Flaherty reaches out and turns her chin with his thumb and forefinger.

			Like he has the right.

			Like he has claimed her already, and touching her is a privilege he’s allowed.

			Richard Bourke is sixteen years old. Something of a man. Old enough to fight with his father and brother when called upon, but he has never wanted to hurt anyone. Not until this moment. He would like to snap that thumb and forefinger off O’Flaherty’s hand.

			Walter could put O’Flaherty in his place as well, if he’d bother. Instead, he just sits there, waiting to see what Gráinne will do.

			Smoothly, carefully, so as not to offend, she pulls away from the touch until her spine is pressed against her chair. “You don’t believe me?” Gráinne asks.

			“No.” O’Flaherty shakes his head. “Why would anyone want to harm such a pretty girl?”

			“You think me a liar, then?”

			“I think it is a charming story.”

			“Is that what women do where you are from? Tell stories to make themselves look weak?” she asks.

			“I think all women are trained to find advantage where they can, to charm the men around them.”

			“I see only boys.” She laughs, but Richard hears no humor in its low lilt.

			“That would be where I take issue,” Walter says, leaning closer. “Unlike these fools, I am no boy.”

			“And do you believe me?” she asks.

			“I do not know you at all, therefore I cannot say whether you speak the truth.”

			Walter is twenty now, years past his own fosterage and newly returned to Rockfleet after months training with their father’s soldiers. Richard knows he doesn’t want to be here either. Not tonight, not at all.

			“And what advantage do you suppose I will find by telling lies?” Gráinne asks.

			“Attention, of course. You have neatly succeeded in commanding ours,” Walter says with a polite smile that does not reach his eyes.

			“Finola has taught you manners, I see. I will congratulate your mother on her fine work.”

			“That woman is not my mother,” he snaps.

			“But she is mine,” Richard says, and though he isn’t so big as his brother, a warning note resonates in his voice. “You will find us something of an odd and unwilling family, Gráinne. My mother is O’Flaherty’s older sister, which—unfortunately—makes him my uncle, though we are only a year apart in age.”

			“But please,” the young O’Flaherty says, “my nephew and I are eager to know how you really got that scar.”

			Gráinne looks to her brother. He says something with his eyes that Richard cannot understand. She shrugs in response, the barest rise of her shoulders.

			“My sister is no liar,” Donal O’Malley says. “Was my own mam who put the blade to her throat. I witnessed it myself.”

			“A cock-and-bull story,” O’Flaherty snorts.

			“That would be twice in five minutes you’ve called an O’Malley a liar,” Donal says, his voice so even and steady you would think him unperturbed but for the glint in his eyes. “A third time and you’ll be the next to meet a blade.”

			Gráinne has gone still now, measuring the tension, and Richard thinks she might be ready to push away from the table should O’Flaherty and Donal go at each other. Her confidence clearly lies with her brother.

			“But why?” Walter asks, breaking the tension. “Why would your mother do such a thing?”

			He asks the question of Donal, but it is Gráinne who answers. “I suppose she believes that I am a threat.”

			Again that laughter from O’Flaherty, dismissing her. “To a lamb perhaps. Or maybe a hatchling.”

			Richard Bourke looks directly at her and says, “I could have told you that the first moment I saw you.”
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			Donal isn’t fond of the elder Bourke or that idiot O’Flaherty, but the latter is wearing on his nerves. He is pondering how to rescue his sister from their company when The MacWilliam stands to offer a final toast. Then the table and benches are pushed to the wall amidst calls for music and dancing.

			“Donal!” Eóin O’Malley shouts, and two heads turn in his direction.

			He can feel the open glare from the O’Flaherty boy and knows he will have to stake his claim to their shared name with more than words. It will likely come to blows by the end. But for now he only looks at his father with a questioning glance.

			“Play us some music,” Eóin demands, then turns to The MacWilliam. “It’s pipes he plays, and damn well.”

			If Eóin had kissed his forehead in front of everyone, Donal could not be more surprised.

			Pipes! Pipes!

			Now the call rings out across the room.

			He has never played publicly before, and rarely for anyone other than Gráinne or his dog. He has no formal training, only a love of the music. But he dare not refuse his father. Better to be humiliated by his own lack of skill. Particularly now. Eóin has been in his cups all night. Donal can see the glassy sheen to his eyes, the color in his cheeks. The good humor that runs through every crack and line on his father’s face. He might not be drunk, but he certainly isn’t sober. And Donal has long since learned that the drink strips away his father’s roughness. Which means that look of pride is real, not pretense.

			Donal nods. “One song,” he says. “Any more than that and you’ll be begging for mercy.”

			Everyone laughs and he slips away to the room he’ll be sharing with Bourke and O’Flaherty. The pipes are in his trunk and he tries in vain to tune them away from his audience. Everyone is seated and expectant when he returns to the Great Hall, and he laughs first at himself and then in despair before setting the reed to his lips. The sound that erupts is joyful though artless at first, but everyone is merry and their cheers drown out the worst of his notes. Their clapping encourages him to keep going, and after a few moments his nerves settle and the notes smooth. It is a pretty tune by the end.

			They are not content with the one song and demand another. He is winded as the third draws to a close. But his father is pleased and Gráinne is the happiest he’s seen her all night, so he ducks his head and deflates the bladders, then tucks the instrument beneath the bench. Donal slips to the back of the room when the harper is called forward, grateful to no longer be the center of attention.

			Donal is halfway through a cup of mead, gulping down the sweet cool liquid, when he looks up to find Maeve standing before him.

			“You played well,” she says.

			If the words pain her, she doesn’t let on. They seem genuine enough.

			“Thank you.”

			Maeve clasps her hands in front of her and looks to them. Frowns.

			“Is something wrong?” he asks.

			“No,” she says. “Or rather, yes, in fact. I have been wrong and I am sorry.”

			“For what?”

			“For hating you.”

			Donal says nothing, only watches her, waiting to see if she will meet his gaze. After a moment she does, offering him a weak smile.

			She winces. “I had no good reason for it. Only…”

			“My mother.”

			“Tá. I won’t stop hating her, however, so you’ll have to be content with what little remorse I have.”

			He thinks she is done now and expects her to leave. Donal drains the rest of his cup, afraid to turn his back lest she think him rude. He already feels the heady effects of the mead.

			But then Maeve speaks again. “She will have to marry one of them. Gráinne, I mean. Tall Walter or Donal of the Battles.”

			Gráinne stands near the fire, flanked on either side by a chieftain’s son, and her look of chagrin has returned.

			“Why only those two?” he asks.

			“I had thought it was already settled between Eóin and The MacWilliam.” Maeve shrugs. “But it seems The O’Flaherty has decided to stake a claim. So that puts two in the running.”

			“Well, good luck,” he says. “She hates them both already.”

			“It isn’t them she hates.” The expression on his face must betray his doubt, because Maeve snorts. “Do not think that you know my daughter better than I do. She might not care for those boys. But the thing she hates is being here in the first place. She would rather go to Spain.”

			“She would rather go anywhere.” Donal smiles. Just a flicker of good humor. “I know her better than you might think.”

			Maeve laughs.

			“I am surprised to find you comfortable with such an arrangement,” he says.

			“Nothing has been settled. And I never said I was at ease. I—” Maeve clears her throat. “Will you—”

			“I will look after her. I promise,” he says, sparing her the difficulty of asking.

			“Thank you. But make sure you know when to look away as well, Donal. Because Gráinne will have to choose one of them. No matter how she feels about them now.”

			“They are fools.”

			“They will be chieftains. And Eóin will settle for nothing less as a match for her.”

			He may never again be able to speak this openly with Maeve, so he asks, “And for me? What will he require for my future?”

			The hand that Maeve sets on his shoulder is neither kind nor cruel. “There is much about your future that has not yet been decided,” she says, then leaves him with a nod.

			The serving girl lingers in the Great Hall. She has a gift for finding shadows and alcoves, for staying out of sight. Not that he has lost track of her once in the hours since they first sat down. He knows that she watched his performance, that she didn’t move from her place near the stairwell until the final note rang out. He can still feel her presence. Donal wonders what the girl’s name is and where she comes from and how she came to be a servant in this tower house. But he also wonders what Eóin will demand when it comes to the marriage of his son. Will their father be as particular with him as he is with Gráinne?
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			“Quit your roostering, O’Flaherty,” Richard Bourke snaps loud enough for others to hear. The young O’Flaherty has been hovering over Grace and she’s had to shift away more than once in the last hour. But she didn’t realize that Richard had taken notice.

			The MacWilliam sits before the fire with Finola on his lap. He throws back his head and roars with laughter. “Too many cocks in the henhouse, eh, O’Malley?”

			“What’s that you said about my cock?” the young O’Flaherty asks, standing and grabbing himself suggestively.

			More drunken laughter.

			Grace might not be the butt of this particular joke, but she still doesn’t enjoy being the focus. She is tired and uncomfortable and wants this day to end. She wonders, briefly, if it is possible to slip out in the night and hide in the hold of her father’s ship, if she might stow away to Spain. How long it would take to be discovered. Hours at most, probably.

			“Your son is no better,” The O’Flaherty snorts, “strutting around in chainmail two sizes too big. Iron armor for little Richard. Perhaps we should just call him Iron Dick?”

			It isn’t the insult that he intends it to be. The laughter is raucous now and the men swap endless jokes about dicks and cocks and roosters in general. Walter in particular pokes fun at his brother. Grace wants to cry. Not from the jesting, but from frustration and exhaustion. Her feet hurt. Her eyes feel dry and scratchy. And she wants to be excused. A shared glance with her mother offers no relief—only a shake of the head—so she sinks to the bench once more and leans her head against the wall.

			“I could teach you to use a knife,” Richard Bourke says quietly, joining her on the bench, though not close enough to make her uncomfortable.

			“What?”

			He taps the side of his neck. “I’d hate to see your throat slit one day.” He shrugs. “ ’Tis too lovely for scars.”

			“Then ’tis already too late.”

			“One is fetching, two would be a tragedy.”

			“A hard lesson learned with minimal bloodshed is no tragedy.”

			“I cannot fathom what she meant to teach you.”

			“That I am not as protected as I might believe.” Grace smiles. “And what makes you think I don’t already know how to use a knife? Maybe I learned my lesson well.”

			“If you were comfortable with your blade, you wouldn’t keep it strapped to your thigh, under piles of skirts, where you cannot get to it. No”—he shakes his head—“you like having it with you, but don’t know how to use it.”

			Grace gapes at him, then drops her hand to her left thigh. “How…”

			“Because you do that”—he nods at her hand—“every time my brother makes you uncomfortable or when O’Flaherty shows his arse or when my da glances in your direction too long.”

			She cannot fathom how he noticed this, and when she looks to his face, she’s greeted by a smile.

			“You aren’t the only one who pays attention,” he says with a wink.
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			It is well after midnight when Grace is finally escorted to her room. It feels like there is sand behind her eyelids and moss on her tongue. Her scalp itches and her back aches from sitting straight all evening. A single candle burns on the stone lip of the low window and her trunk rests at the foot of the narrow bed—brought up by some servant while they were all at dinner. Once more she has the smallest room at the top of the garret, but it is hers alone. Walter and Richard will share their room on the floor below with Donal and the young O’Flaherty.

			Grace sits on the bed, struggling to reach the laces at the back of her gown, when she hears a soft knock at the door.

			“I’ve come to help.” The door swings open to reveal the serving girl. She’s carrying a pitcher of steaming water in one hand and a candle in the other. “You do need help?”

			“Tá,” Grace admits.

			The girl sets everything down on Grace’s trunk and motions her to turn around, then nimbly unties the laces.

			The bodice loosens and Grace heaves a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

			“I’ve a message for you,” the girl says, and a mischievous smile plays at the corner of her mouth.

			“From whom?”

			“Richard says that the castle often sleeps late the morning after these feasts, and that the cellars are half empty just now. He says he’ll be there before dawn if you would like that lesson he promised you.”

			Grace’s cheeks flare with color. She cannot imagine what this girl thinks Richard has promised to teach her.

			“Ah, you have no reason to blush. I know my brother well enough. He’ll mind his manners.”

			“Your…what? Richard is your brother?”

			“Tá. Walter too. Though he’d never deign to admit as much. I’m a bachelor’s daughter, as they say. Different mams, of course, but we all share a father—easy enough to see when we’re standing near each other—which is why I take pains not to. Our da doesn’t acknowledge me, so I’m in the kitchens. And lucky to be there, I’m told. There’s other bastard Bourkes in this county and none of them are let close enough to throw a stone at this tower. But my mam is long dead and Cook is my granny and no one tells her no. So it’s me you’ve got for help. And company. If you want either.” She grins, bright and seemingly unbothered by her plight.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Nora.”

			A pretty name that Donal will want to learn, Grace thinks.

			She is curious now and too tired to bother with propriety. “And The MacWilliam’s wife? Finola. Does she know that you and Walter and Richard…?”

			“Oh. Tá. She knows. I came after Walter but before Richard. I was born before The MacWilliam married Finola. And since my mam died in the process, Finola lets me alone. She has her husband and her son. And I keep out of the way. I’m no threat.”

			“Does she have no other child with The MacWilliam?”

			Nora shakes her head.

			“Then she and my mother have that in common as well.”

			“So your brother…?”

			Grace laughs. “A bachelor’s son, as you say.”

			“You and I have much in common as well, then. Only our roles are reversed.” Nora nods politely and turns to go.

			“I would be delighted to have your help. And your company,” Grace says. She hesitates long enough that Nora is through the door before adding, “And tell Richard that I will be there in the morning.”

			“He will be pleased.” Mischief dances in her eyes.

			The door does not catch all the way when Nora slips through, her own candle in hand once more. Grace pulls it open a few inches and watches the warm glow descend the spiral staircase to the floor below. Then she hears whispers. Laughter. The click of a door latch. A moment later silence, and the light of Nora’s candle fades away.

			Grace washes her face and lets her blue gown drop to the floor, then she flops back onto the feather mattress. She stares at the gray slate tiles a few feet above her head. Her hand drifts to her thigh and Cook’s old knife. She is asleep before she has time to cry.
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			Grace wakes at first light and pulls one of the fine wool day dresses over her leine. It is a soft gray—dove, they call it—softer than her eyes, and cut in close to her waist. She adds an apron so she has somewhere to hide her knife. It isn’t until she is halfway to the cellars when she wonders if Richard will be there. Or if he will be alone. If, perhaps, he and Walter are in their room laughing at the idea of her—just a girl—wanting to learn how to use a knife. By the time she tiptoes through the kitchen, Grace is certain he is still tucked in bed, warm and snoring and chuckling in his dreams at her silly ambitions. She is certain she has been tricked.

			The cellar is empty.

			Empty of people, at least. There are a dozen barrels stacked against the far wall. Crates of turnips and soft apples. Bags of barley and oats. Countless cobwebs hanging from the ceiling. A single torch sits in its bracket on the back wall, and she is turning to leave when she realizes the torch is freshly lit.

			Then Grace hears footsteps on the stairs, and a moment later the dark head of Richard Bourke emerges. He holds a flickering torch in his hand. Warm yellow light glints off the chainmail of his shirt.

			“It was too dark for knifework,” he says. “I like to see a blade when it’s pointed at me.”

			Grace watches him place a torch in a bracket on either side of the door. The room fills with enough light to see that he has wet and combed his hair.

			“I didn’t think you’d come,” he admits, after a moment of awkward silence.

			“I thought you were tricking me.”

			“And I thought Nora was lying. She does that sometimes, the little scamp.”

			“That’s a horrible thing to call your sister,” Grace says.

			“Oh, she calls me worse.”

			“No doubt because you deserve it.”

			He grins. “As does she. Nora is many things, scamp and bully chief among them. But I don’t intend any of that as an insult.”

			“Well, they certainly don’t sound like compliments.”

			“If you’d a sister, you’d be bullied too.”

			“I have Donal and he wouldn’t dare.”

			“That’s only because he’s afraid of you.”

			“He is not—”

			Richard Bourke grins, wide and bright. “Everyone is afraid of you.”

			Grace rolls her eyes and crosses her arms and says, “How does this work, then?”

			“Let me see your knife,” he tells her.

			She carefully pulls it from her apron.

			For the second time in less than twelve hours, he surprises her. “No. Let’s start with your left hand, since that’s the one you’re most comfortable with.”

			“I am not citeóg!” she lies.

			Richard raises his left hand. It holds a short blade with a hilt made of antler. “Well, I am,” he says, and lunges at her.
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			“I wouldn’t have really cut you.”

			Gráinne had been so surprised that it took no effort for Richard to back her into the wall. He stands pressed against her now, his forearm at her throat and his blade near her ear.

			“That’s what everyone says.” Gráinne shoves him away. “Until there’s blood on the collar of my dress.”

			There is something in her eyes. Not fear, exactly. Or anger, though she certainly doesn’t look pleased to have been caught off guard. No—it’s a light, something deep and bright that animates her entire face. She finds this exciting.

			“Why didn’t you raise your knife?” he asks.

			“You didn’t give me any warning.”

			“And did Donal’s mother give you warning when she came at you, knife in hand?”

			“No.”

			“Nor will anyone else. Not when it matters, at least. So lift your blade.”

			She holds it up, her knuckles white around the hilt. The blade is small. So small he thinks it might have come from a kitchen. A paring knife, perhaps. But the hilt looks to be bone, and it’s been well cared for. Shiny and sharp. Clearly a prized possession.

			A dozen expressions wash over her face, and he cannot read a single one. He is determined to learn them, however. For now, he asks, “What are you thinking?”

			“I’m trying to figure out what you are thinking.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I suspect you think my knife is silly. That it’s too little to do any good.”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t think that at all. Smaller knives are often more effective for women. Easier to hide. Easier to drive home in a tight space.”

			“And how do you know so much about knife fighting?” she asks.

			“My mam.” He laughs at her shocked expression. “She insisted that I have lessons since I could walk. She says it’s dangerous business having The MacWilliam as a father and a half brother for an heir. Apparently I am exactly the type of man that others want to kill.” Richard says this with all the levity of a joke, both to make light of his own predicament and to let her know that he relates—in some way at least—to the scar that she bears.

			It’s just a subtle movement in her shoulders, but she relaxes. Her body loosens, her chin lowers a fraction of an inch. Richard understands then that all she wants is to be taken seriously. She is in a strange place, surrounded by strange people. It took courage for her to meet him here.

			“First, you must learn how to hold your knife,” he tells her. “A knife fight is, by nature, a close fight. There is never room for a mistake. And gripping the handle wrong is the first mistake most people make. ’Tis easier to cut yourself than your opponent.” Richard demonstrates with his own blade. He wraps four fingers around the hilt, then his thumb over the top of them. When at rest, the blade points behind him, but when he raises his arm, it’s directed at her. “Do it like this.”

			She mimics him with careful movements. “How do you jab in this position?”

			“You don’t. Swords and dirks are for jabbing. Knives are for throwing, slicing, and stabbing. It’s quick and dirty work. And there are a number of techniques you must master if you don’t want to find yourself on the pointy end again,” he tells her.

			“A number of things? How much can you cover in one lesson?”

			“Who says this will be the only lesson?” he asks.

			Gráinne laughs. “You mean to meet me here every morning?”

			Richard has been thinking about this since dinner last night, of how he might undermine his young uncle. He saw the way that bucket of pigeon’s milk looked at her, the way he flirted incessantly. His own father had warned him that would happen, and that he ought to look for ways to give Walter the advantage. But now that they are here, Richard finds that he doesn’t want his brother to win her hand either.

			“And why not?” He shrugs.

			“I’d have thought you valued your sleep more than that. Sneaking down here means being up before everyone else. I doubt your father—or mine—would approve.”

			“Then we won’t tell them.”

			“What if we get caught?”

			“I do believe,” he says, “that the entire point of fosterage is to build…bonds…between our clans, yes? If someone does find us down here, they’ll likely not ask too many questions.” He waggles his eyebrows.

			“My da—”

			“Is asleep. Same as mine. They will be for a while yet. You can burn our time by talking or by learning. The choice is yours.”

			Richard likes her smile. He likes the way it erupts suddenly, like the sun from behind a cloud. He would like to see it more often—the only times she’s shown it to him have been when he’s challenged her in some way.

			“Where do we begin?” she asks.

			“With your stance, the way you hold your knife and your body.” Richard moves to the middle of the floor, knife in his left hand. He swings it gently at his side. “Stay loose. Don’t lock your joints. Keep your weight on the balls of your feet. Never take your eyes off me.”

			She steps forward into the circle of torchlight, her eyes studying his hand, his body, so that she can imitate him.

			“I think she would have killed me,” Gráinne says. “Donal’s mother. She would have killed me if he hadn’t been there. She hates me.”

			“Maybe. But that isn’t why she thinks you’re a threat.”

			“It isn’t?”

			“No. You’re a threat because she’s afraid of you. The people who fear you will always be the biggest danger to you.”

			Again, that smile. But this time the light flickers to life in her eyes and he can see them now—a stark clear gray with a dark limbal ring around the iris. Eyes like stormy weather, he thinks. How fitting.

			“Are you afraid of me?” she asks.

			More than I’d like to admit, he thinks.

			Richard returns her smile. He motions her forward with two fingers. “Not when you hold your knife wrong.”
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			Grace is thirty-six years old

			
			It is Winter Solstice and Grace has come to Rockfleet Castle uninvited. She thought it a good idea this morning when Nora told her the news about Richard. So she came on her own, but now, she thinks, perhaps she’s made a great mistake.

			It has been years since her time in fosterage, but the steward’s pale eyes light with recognition when she steps onto the stone landing.

			“Gráinne?”

			“ ’Tis good to see you, Brian,” she says.

			“Have you come for Richard?” he asks, extending a hand to help her up the steps. It’s been snowing all day and the rock is slippery and she is cold, so there’s no reason for him to notice the sudden flush in her cheeks. He certainly didn’t intend the words the way that she heard them.

			“Is he home, then?” she asks. “I feared he would be at mass, given the day.”

			“Indeed he is, but”—Brian squints at the dark winter sky—“the Advent service is over by now, and they’ll all be back for the feast soon enough. Come inside.”

			Overhead a skein of wild geese fly low over the tower, yelping and honking to one another, shouting directions in their own language as they move south for the winter. Grace thinks this a fortuitous sign—the gray goose is a symbol of bravery. So she brushes the snow from her hair and fortifies herself with a deep breath.

			The steward watches this curiously. “Let’s get you to a fire. I am too old to stand out in this beastly weather,” he says, then motions Grace toward the arched wooden door. It is decorated with a garland of crab apple branches, the green leaves and red fruit bright against the weathered stone.

			Brian leads her into the tower house. Grace shrugs out of her heavy traveling cloak and hangs it on a peg in a long line near the door. She is disappointed to find that her clothes are all damp beneath. She shivers and Brian takes her up the spiral staircase. Around and around until they reach the Great Hall, which bustles with activity. Servants rush hither and yon, stringing kissing boughs over the doors and between the ceiling beams. The greenery adds an immediate festiveness to the room. They light candles and stoke the fire. Set the long trestle table with trenchers and bowls and goblets. There are bouquets of wintersweet and Christmas box scattered about the room, their heady scents thick and sweet, mingling with those of juniper and beeswax. The floor is covered with new rush mats. The fire roars. Tapestries drape the walls, and the smells of baked bread and roasting meat waft up the stairs.

			“Here, sit,” Brian tells her, motioning to one of the heavy wooden chairs beside the fire. “I can’t believe you sailed across the bay by yourself.”

			“It wouldn’t be the first time.” She laughs.

			“You were a strange girl then, and you’re a stranger woman now,” he says with a fond smile, then reaches into a woven basket on the hearth and pulls out a thick woolen blanket. He drapes it over her lap. “G’wan. Warm your bones and I’ll bring you some mulled wine.”

			Then he’s gone and Grace finds that she is exhausted. The wind was strong today and it was difficult to sail the yawl on her own. She holds her stiff hands out to the fire and flexes them, trying to warm her fingers. Her arrival seems to be cause for curiosity among the servants. When Grace notices them whispering, they duck their heads and make themselves scarce.

			Oh. She must look a wreck. And what will Richard think of her request if she appears like some wild banshee? She smooths the bodice of her dress and pulls the hair from her braid, combing the tangles with her fingers until the fire’s warmth reaches her scalp. Then there is the steward again, with a pewter goblet in his hands. The warm spiced wine tastes like a memory of her youth, and she settles in for the wait.
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			Richard Bourke stomps the snow from his boots and hangs his cloak. He hears the steward calling for him but cannot see the old man, so he heads up the stairs in search of a warm fire.

			Mass went long this morning. Father MacKenna took the opportunity of a full chapel to wax eloquent about something or other during the homily, droning on for over an hour. Richard hadn’t paid any attention. But he sang the hymns and recited the liturgies as expected.

			“Richard!”

			The steward again. He stops his ascent to the second floor and looks first up the stairwell, then down, finally seeing Brian’s silver hair. The steward limps toward him, mischief in his eyes.

			“I need to warn you,” Brian says.

			The stairwell is crowded with parishioners coming up after him, all headed to the Great Hall for the feast. The narrow passage echoes with excited voices. After he’s jostled into the wall a third time, Richard motions toward the opening for the kitchen, and Brian follows. They are less welcome here, and Cook brandishes a spoon at them both when Richard ducks out of the way of a serving girl tottering beneath the weight of a heavy platter.

			He grabs the steward’s sleeve and they press themselves against the wall.

			“Warn me about what?”

			“It would be who, Taoiseach.”

			“If you mean Father MacKenna, I could no more keep that old bastard away than cut off my nose. It is Advent, after all. But he’s light in his cups. He’ll be gone before midnight.”

			“Isn’t him,” Brian says.

			“Then who?”

			“Gráinne Ní Mháille.”

			Richards yanks him closer. “What of her?”

			“She is in the Great Hall.”

			Richard doesn’t stay for an explanation but turns on his heel and darts back into the stairwell, paying no mind to his brehon, Bald Alec, who yelps when shoved into the wall, or the other parishioners he elbows out of the way.

			The Great Hall is crowded with people, warm from the fire and all these bodies. It is loud. Too damn loud. Already his ears ring and he tries to blink away the noise. He cannot see her. Cannot hear the sound of her laughter in this cacophony. And then it occurs to him that she might not be laughing at all, that she might have sought him out because of some injury or tragedy.

			Two, three flashes of red hair, none of them hers.

			Frustrated now, Richard pushes his way toward the fire. And there he finds her, holding court. She’s seated in one of his big wooden chairs, looking for all the world like a queen. There’s an empty goblet in her hand and a circle of men huddled close.

			“Did you really melt down the lead flashing at Castlekirk and pour it over The Joyce’s head?” one of them asks.

			“If only our aim had been that accurate. We missed him by a foot.”

			There’s a roar of laughter, and Richard pushes his way forward. Of course she has drawn a crowd. He’s never known her to do otherwise. Though he isn’t sure she understands the pull she has on others—particularly men. And yes, he’s heard this particular story more than once. Never questioned its truth. It sounds very much like the Gráinne he knows.

			Richard forces his way into the circle, and the two men he displaces turn to curse him. Then see his face and quickly find somewhere else to be.

			“Gráinne,” he says simply.

			She smiles at him and, damn, if he doesn’t feel it throughout his entire body. Then she stands, pressing the goblet to her chest, and a smile wavers on her lips. “Richard.”

			Suddenly her voice is the only thing he hears. He looks her over quickly, head to foot, checking for injury, but she seems well enough. So he returns his gaze to her face. That. Fecking. Face. It has haunted his dreams for twenty years. Those gray eyes and high cheekbones and full, soft lips. And if his gaze lingers on her lips for a moment too long, he’ll not be scolded for it. Richard Bourke has kissed many women in his life, but none with greater pleasure than Gráinne.

			“Are you well?” he asks.

			“Tá,” she tells him, then glances around the Great Hall. “But I need to speak with you. In private.”
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			Richard takes her hand and pulls her from the circle of admirers. Then he laces their fingers together and leads her through the room. Grace ignores the various looks of surprise, the way his guests glance at their clasped hands.

			“Where are we going?” she asks.

			“Somewhere quiet.”

			He bobs and weaves through the crowd until he finds the steward at the end of the long trestle table. He gets the old man’s attention with a hand to his shoulder, a gentle shake.

			“Taoiseach?” Brian asks.

			“Has she eaten?” Richard lifts their clasped hands.

			Brian’s eyes focus on their threaded fingers. “I’d barely gotten her warm before the guests started arriving.”

			“Then send up a tray. Whatever’s ready. And more of what she’s drinking.”

			“And for you?”

			“I have my whiskey,” Richard says; then they are moving through the crowd again and into the stairwell. Up another floor until he steps onto a broad landing and toggles a door latch. He puts his shoulder into it and the heavy oak groans inward. “Damn thing always sticks,” he mutters.

			A fire in the hearth warms the outer room of Richard’s privy chamber, and candles light the mantel, windowsill, and desk. Chairs at the fire and a padded bench along the wall. There are clothes scattered everywhere and boots in a heap by the door. A man’s and a child’s. Her eyes narrow at that, then focus on the toys. A stuffed leather ball. A carved wooden horse with wheels for hooves. A tin whistle and a pile of rocks worn smooth, almost round.

			Oh, she thinks, he’s making marbles. Clever.

			This is the room where a family lives. Less tidy. Less formal. There’s a familiarity and warmth that’s absent from the Great Hall, and she feels like an intruder.

			Grace thinks she must look a mess to deserve Richard’s close scrutiny, the way his eyes travel every inch of her. Hair wild. Boots muddy. She tucks a curl behind her ear. Runs a hand down the flat of her stomach. Stands up straighter.

			There. A flicker at the corner of his mouth.

			“Are you well, Gráinne?”

			“Tá. I told you I was.”

			“We were surrounded by others then.”

			“You think me lying?”

			“I think it odd that I have dreamed for decades that I would come home and find you at my hearth, then one day in winter it happens with no warning at all. So you’ll forgive all the various reasons my mind has come up with to explain this moment.”

			That makes her smile. “Are you worried about me?”

			Richard stuns her then by pulling her tight against his chest and resting his forehead against hers. “Almost every day for twenty years.”

			His hands are at her waist and his breath is a warm breeze against her face. Grace is tilting her mouth upward, by instinct, when there is a gentle clearing of a throat at the door. Though they pull apart, Richard does not release her entirely. He slides an arm around her waist.

			“Pardon the interruption, Taoiseach,” Brian says as he limps into the room. He sets a tray down on the desk, then lifts a goblet and hands it to Grace, taking the empty one from her hand.

			Then he’s gone again with a bob of his head, and the privy chamber door closes firmly with a click. They listen to him on the other side, checking that it’s been pulled tight.

			Silence yawns into the room. Ten seconds. Twenty. Then Grace loosens herself from Richard’s hold and sticks a finger in his face. A lifetime’s worth of fury and regret roars to the surface. But she wavers at the sight of his face. Even more handsome than she remembered—it always strikes her how well he has grown into himself. He seems even taller and broader than the last time she set eyes on him. Perhaps a trick of memory, but no less delightful. His dark blue eyes are wary today, unsure. They narrow at the sight of her pointed finger. His hair and beard need trimming. And that damn cocky smile, warm lips curving around straight white teeth.

			“Angry at me already?” he asks.

			“You. Aren’t. Married!”

			“What has that to do with anything?” He frowns. “Had you hoped I was?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Then why are you yelling at me?”

			“Because you have a son!” she shouts.

			“You have two, last I checked. A daughter as well. And while I’m none too pleased about it, I’ve never yelled at you for making them.”

			“This isn’t yelling!”

			“Well, it sure as feck isn’t whispering!”

			Grace takes a sip of her mulled wine. Hums happily at the taste and, well—if that doesn’t drag his eyes to her mouth again, a fierce look of determination on his face.

			Richard growls, then stomps over to his desk and lifts the jug situated in the corner. He glowers at her, then grabs a pewter mug from the tray and pours a not insignificant amount of whiskey into it. She listens to the amber liquid glug, glug, glug into his cup, then he drains it in one long gulp. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“What was that for?” she asks.

			“I hate arguing with you.”

			“If memory serves, you once loved nothing more than picking fights with me.”

			“Because those fights always ended with a kiss,” he snaps. “I don’t know what to expect from this one. But g’wan, explain why you can have two sons and it’s fine, but I only have the one and you travel all the way here to punish me for it.”

			“Because I was married for nineteen years! I had no choice.”

			She can see the wariness in his eyes turn to anger. “And you think I did?”

			“Well, no one made you swive Aoife, did they?”

			He recoils. “How do you know her name?”

			“Nora told me. Same as she told me that you weren’t married, which would have been nice for anyone to mention when you came to my father’s funeral. But all I got was an introduction to your son.”

			“Perhaps if you hadn’t run off when I tried to speak with you, I could have explained.”

			“What was I supposed to think, Richard, when I saw the boy?”

			“That I keep my fucking promises!” His turn to shout now, and he’s waving his arms as well. Richard shakes his head as the anger leaches from his face, replaced by hurt. “You haven’t forgotten. Don’t pretend you have, not when I reminded you every chance I had.”

			Grace shakes her head.

			“Say it.” He steps closer.

			She pushes past him and goes to stand before the fire.

			“That’s why you were so cold to me at the funeral?” he asks. “You thought I’d taken a wife?”

			“I knew I had no right to be upset. But my father was dead. My dowry stolen. My followers adrift. The idea that you—” Grace shakes her head. “Well, my heart could not hold any more grief.”

			Richard watches her quietly, but says nothing.

			She takes a deep breath. Lets it out, then asks, “Who is Aoife?”

			Grace doesn’t want to hate a woman she’s never even met. Yet she can taste the acid on her tongue with each syllable. Eee-fuh. It isn’t fair. She should be thrilled that Richard has built a life of his own. It is such an unfamiliar feeling, this jealousy.

			He comes to stand behind her and sets his hands on her shoulders and one thumb brushes the side of her neck. Grace softens into the touch. Bows her head slightly. He waits a moment longer, then turns her to face him. Richard takes her chin gently in both hands and tilts it upward so that she must look at him.

			“Ego te expectabo,” he whispers.

			“You should have never promised that.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I did not expect that you would keep it.”

			“Then you expect too little from me, Gráinne.”

			Grace closes her eyes, but does not let him change the subject. “Aoife?”

			He sighs and she smells the whiskey on his breath. “After Moycullen, after Walter was killed, The MacWilliam made it clear that—whether I married or not—I would provide an heir. The title has not left our family in four generations. With Walter gone, and him only having the one son, my da insisted I do the same. I held off as long as possible.” He shrugs. “Seeing as how you were not available to help, I did what I had to.”

			“So ’tis my fault?”

			Richard shakes her shoulders gently and she holds her goblet out so as not to spill the mulled wine. He lowers his chin and places a soft kiss to her brow. “None of this is your fault. Not your fecking useless husband. Not his death or your father’s. Or the duty my father required of me. None of it. The only thing I blame you for is that, try as I might, I can’t love any woman but you.”

			“Does Aoife know that?”

			“Tá. Her husband died in a battle I led some years back. They loved each other but were poor and childless. I needed an heir and she needed a means of support. There is nothing between us but respect.”

			“And Edmund.”

			An expression of fierce protectiveness flashes across his face. “I do not regret him.”

			“Nor should you. As I do not regret any of mine. I only wanted to know what she means to you.”

			“Why?”

			Grace takes another slow sip of her wine. “When Nora told me you were not married, I thought…”

			It seems foolish to her now, this idea she has concocted these last few hours. She looks away and her face burns.

			Richard bends closer and his nose brushes along her cheekbone, his lips brush against her ear and he asks, “Thought what?”

			She shakes her head.

			“Tell me.”

			“You’ll laugh.”

			“I won’t. I can promise that too, if you like. Though I’ll have to learn the Latin.”

			They are so close now, close enough for their breath to mingle. So Grace presses her face against the cool chainmail vest that he always wears. It helps. She can no longer feel her face burn.

			“I had thought we should be married,” she says.
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			Gráinne looks like she has ridden through a storm. Everything about her is wild: clothes, hair, eyes. Richard watches as she claps a hand over her mouth, as though she regrets her words. But now that he’s heard them, he considers it done.

			“Then I say ’tis a good thing we have a priest downstairs and a room full of witnesses as well.”

			Her mouth falls open.

			Richard takes the goblet from her hand and sets it carefully on the desk. Then he winds their fingers together and brings her hand to his chest.

			“I had not expected an immediate handfasting,” she jokes.

			“Don’t tempt me,” he says, then shakes his head. “I want to do it properly.”

			“I can’t believe you want to do it at all.”

			“Did I not once ask you to run off with me so that we could be married? Then promise continually that I would wait for you? Your surprise offends me, Gráinne.”

			This woman, this absolute meteor of a woman, laughs at him.

			“It makes sense,” she says. “Strategically. Between us, we would control most of Connaught.”

			“I could give a feck about strategy. Or Connaught. And I’ve already agreed, regardless.”

			“Wouldn’t you like to know what you’re getting from this arrangement?”

			“I’m getting you. That’s enough.”

			“ ’Tis not so simple. There are children. Yours and mine. Lands and titles and ships. I have been married once—”

			“Do not remind me—”

			“And lost everything in the bargain. I’ll not make that same mistake again.”

			“You know this is no mistake. Otherwise, you would not have sailed across the bay, alone, on Winter Solstice to ask my hand in marriage,” he says wryly.

			She glares at him, then changes the subject so suddenly that Richard is the one to step away this time.

			“Have you heard the story they call Hen’s Castle?” she asks.

			“Yes. You defended Castlekirk on Lough Corrib. Melted down the lead flashing and poured it on the Joyce forces, from what I hear. Is that part true?”

			“Tá,” she says. “But do you know what else happened that day?”

			He shakes his head.

			“Seán Joyce proposed marriage.”

			“That cun—”

			“As did Rory O’Flaherty, later that evening, when I returned to Bunowen with my men.”

			He takes the cup from her hand. Downs the rest of her wine. “I’ll kill them both.”

			“No need. My refusal was clear enough on both counts. What was also made clear was that if I ever married again, it would be on my terms,” she says.

			Richard had not known that Donal O’Flaherty was dead when he arrived at Clare for The O’Malley’s funeral. He didn’t learn that fact until later that afternoon. But by then Gráinne had already walked away. She was finally free of the oaths her father bound her to, yet more distant than she’d ever been. And she is still afraid. An entire war is playing out across the geography of her face. Even now, she doubts him. So Richard lifts a hand and smooths the line between her furrowed brows. He cups her cheek. Brushes her bottom lip with his thumb.

			Then he leans down and kisses her before she can pull away.
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			“What are your terms?” Richard asks, moving his lips slowly over hers.

			At first Grace stands there, arms hanging limply at her sides; then, when he brushes the seam of her lips with his tongue, she lifts her hands and places them on his shoulders. He walks her backward toward the wall, and she holds on tighter, eyes closed, trusting that he will guide them. And all the while he kisses her.

			Kisses her like he may never get the chance again.

			This is nothing like that first meeting of lips in the byre when they were young. This is the kiss of a man who knows what to do with his mouth. And tongue. And hands. Gentle at first, then more passionate when she leans into him. There is a soft humming in his throat and she smiles at the sound. He takes the opportunity to brush his tongue against hers, tasting, savoring.

			Then her back is against the whitewashed stone and he is pressed against her, shoulders to hips. Without shame. Richard Bourke is pleased to see her, indeed.

			Grace kisses him deeper. With all the longing and hope she’s been forced to smother for twenty years. He senses the shift in her and he softens into it, into her, melding their tongues, allowing his hands to drift upward from her waist, along her ribs, those big hands warming her skin through the soft linen of her dress. His thumbs rise along the side of her breasts, tentative.

			“Richard?” she interrupts, turning her face away.

			“Yes?” Denied her lips, he turns his attention to her throat, brushing wet kisses along her skin.

			“You will want to hear my terms first.”

			“I could give a feck about your terms, Gráinne. My answer is yes.”

			He slides a hand upward, over her breast, and his fingers dip below the neckline of her gown. Warm hands, rough skin. It is enough to make her shiver. And she can tell that he likes that too. The fingers of his left hand slide deeper into her bodice, in search of more sensitive skin.

			But she cannot lose her focus. Nor will she take anything from Richard that he isn’t prepared to give. Grace knows what it feels like to be trapped, and she’ll not do that to him.

			“I want a brehon marriage,” she says. “Not a Catholic one.”

			There. His lips still. That hand withdraws from her dress and is pressed flat against her heart. Grace is certain he can feel the erratic thumping beneath her ribs.

			“You want a trial marriage?” he asks.

			She lets her gaze drift to his chest. She stares at all the endless connected loops of iron in his chainmail vest. They blur and curl around one another, like a pile of newly shorn wool.

			“Yes,” she admits. “I stood before a priest once as vows were made to a man I did not love. They were made for me, Richard, not by me. My father spoke them on my behalf because I refused to do so. I had no choice in the matter. My own life was decided between his father and mine. The Gráinne that you knew died that day. I was reborn, later, a different woman entirely. And you should have the right not to be bound to her if you find you do not know or like who she has become. And I—” Grace clears her throat. “I will never be trapped again. Not if my life depends upon it. One year and one day.”

			“And if I decide to keep you at the end of that year?”

			“The decision will be mine alone. Those are my terms.”

			Richard does not agree immediately. She would not trust him if he did. Instead, he releases her. Then crosses to his desk and pours more whiskey. His eyes are unfocused. His head bobs up and down as he thinks. Grace watches his lips form words she cannot hear. He takes a small sip of whiskey, then a big one.

			“A trial marriage?” he asks, looking at her sideways.

			“Tá.”

			Again he thinks, but longer this time. He paces the room. Wears a path between the desk and the large shuttered window. So Grace makes herself comfortable. She settles into a chair by the hearth and watches him silently deliberate.

			After another few minutes, she becomes impatient. “I have grown entire people inside my torso in less time than it’s taking you to make this decision.”

			The corner of his mouth quirks into a smile. “And if I want a church wedding? Proper? With a priest and all?”

			“There will be no wedding. No church,” Grace tells him. “I’ll not stand before MacKenna or any of his ilk ever again. There will be only the marriage itself. No spectacle. We can get right to it, the way our ancestors did, or you can find yourself a different bride.”

			He laughs. Waggles a finger at her. “There has only ever been one bride for me.”

			“Have we reached an agreement, then?”

			“Will there be children?” he asks.

			“Do you want more?”

			“If you’re the one to bear them.”

			“I have not been with—” Grace clears her throat. “Anyone…since I got pregnant with Merrick.”

			“Why?”

			She tells him the truth. “That night, in Moycullen, when you took Gutty to safety, I turned O’Flaherty from my bed.”

			“Why?” There is a deep thrum of anger in his voice, and when she doesn’t answer, Richard looks stricken. His jaw is slack and his hand drops to his thigh, the cup of whiskey listing dangerously to the side. She can see his mind working. “He hit you, didn’t he?”

			“Never again after that night. I ended it with your dagger.” She lifts her boot and pats where it always lies nestled within. “I’ve kept it with me ever since.”

			Richard stomps toward her, gets close enough that they are pressed together again, and his face hovers over hers, his features a thunderstorm of rage. His breath soaked with the scent of whiskey. “Why didn’t you kill him like I told you? We could have been together these last ten years.”

			“Killing him—while I was pregnant, no less—because I wanted you seemed a bad idea.”

			“You wanted me?”

			Grace snorts. “Don’t feign surprise.”

			He offers her a half smile. “I grant that killing your husband would have complicated things greatly.”

			“I would have lost my children, for starters. So I did what I could. Asked for a divorce and was promptly denied. Was told the church would not allow it.”

			“I should have killed him myself,” Richard says. He scoops her into his arms. Hugs her as if she is water and might slip away at any moment. “So we are to be married, then?”

			“I have already suffered a mistake that took half my life and cost me all but my father’s name, my mother’s land, and the children I brought into this world. I’ll not risk the little I have built since. But if you can agree to my terms, then yes, we will be married.”

			“Then it would seem that I have one year and one day to prove I am worth keeping.”
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			Gráinne’s hair tumbles loose around her shoulders, those long curling tendrils wild from where he’s run his fingers through them. Her cheeks are pink and her lips swollen from their kissing. The sight is enough to harden him again. Richard thinks that he will take her here and now. An early consummation of this promised marriage. Then daily, if he has any say in the matter. It is winter, after all, and the nights are long.

			Richard kisses her again, moving his lips over hers with intent. He lets his hands wander, down her back, over the swell of her hips, and onto her backside.

			“Feck,” he mumbles, frustrated by the layers of fabric separating his hand from her curves. He has always wanted to know what her body would feel like beneath his fingers, whether her skin would be smooth as fresh cream, or pebbled by his touch.

			Now that they have reached an accord, her resistance is gone. He can feel it in her touch. The way her fingers slide over his arms, the way her tongue claims his. She tastes of mulled wine and old longing.

			“I would expect nothing less from the two of you. Always sneaking off to kiss when you should be elsewhere,” the steward interrupts, a smile in his voice. Neither of them heard him open the door. But they look at him drunkenly now. Disheveled, not entirely ready to part from each other. Richard holds her at the waist and she leans her head against his collarbone. “And though I am loath to interrupt what is clearly a happy reunion, Taoiseach, your guests are waiting.”

			“Let them.”

			Brian smiles. “I would, if you were not expected to make a toast to begin the feast. After that, I can easily make an excuse for your absence. Gráinne is welcome to wait here for your return.”

			Richard studies him for a moment, thinking, then nods. He has a better plan. “She comes with me.”
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			Richard raises his cup in one hand and clasps Grace’s hand with the other. She tried to pull away as they went down the stairs, but he shackled himself to her, his grip nothing short of iron.

			“Greetings, kin and clan!” he shouts above the noise, and they all turn to where he stands at the head of the table. A breath later, and they see Grace as well. Note their joined hands. A few whisper, but most wait silently. “I welcome each of you to my hall on this, the longest night of the year. Though the sun has left us early, I charge each of you to stand in defiance against the dark and against our enemies.”

			“Hear, hear!” the call goes up throughout the room.

			Richard continues. “This season will pass, as it always does, and the sun shall return. Until then, may we seek guidance from our ancestors, be warmed by our own hearth fires, and find truth in the light of the church.”

			“Hear, hear!”

			“May the bonds of this clan be unbreakable, may our spirits be bolder than legend, and may we continue to forge our own path!”

			“Hear, hear!”

			“And finally, I ask that you celebrate with me this evening, as I am to finally be married.” He lifts Grace’s hand, then brings it to his lips and brushes a kiss against her knuckles. “Join me in welcoming Gráinne Ní Mháille to clan Bourke. Now eat your fill, drink deeply, and be merry, knowing that every day shall grow brighter from here! Ung roy, ung foy, ung loy!”

			His guests cry out each part of the Bourke motto in response.

			“Ung roy!”

			“Ung foy!”

			“Ung loy!”

			Richard tips his cup back and drains what is left of the whiskey he poured upstairs. The room roars their applause, and he pulls Grace in for a firm, quick kiss. It is a press of bodies then, men and women, clansmen and parishioners rushing to congratulate them, to smack Richard on the back, to embrace her.

			It is too much.

			Too fast.

			Too loud.

			Grace shrinks away from the throng. Still Richard holds fast to her hand, but he moves her carefully from the table and toward the hearth, where it will be easier for guests to speak with them.

			“Was that necessary?” she hisses. “Or did you think I would change my mind?”

			“I have no intention of letting you escape. Not this time. But it did seem best to announce our marriage in this place, before the people who will look to you as Bean an Tí. And on a night when their spirits are already high.” He grins, then bends low to whisper in her ear, “And what better way to spread the news amongst our foes than make so many people aware of it at once? You did mention strategy, mo ghrá.”

			And there he is, the military tactician respected and feared throughout Connaught. She has always known a different Richard Bourke, has rarely gotten to witness this part of him up close.

			When they pull apart, an old man in priest’s robes stands before them, hands clasped at his waist, looking none too pleased. He bobs his head.

			“Richard-an-Iarainn,” he says.

			Richard in Iron. The old byname he earned as a child for never taking off the chainmail shirt that he wears even now. The sobriquet sounds odd coming from the priest’s mouth, as though he were trying too hard to create an intimacy that does not exist between them.

			“Father MacKenna,” Richard says. “I am glad you could join us this evening.”

			“A fortuitous accident, given your announcement,” he says, then turns to her. “Gráinne. It has been many years. I had not expected to see you at Rockfleet again.”

			“And I had hoped you were dead,” Grace says, her voice dry. She is pleased to see the shock register on his face.

			“It is a wonder you are not,” MacKenna replies, matching her tone, “if the rumors about you are true.”

			“ ’Tis not very Christian of you to pay rumors any heed, Father.”

			“Gráinne.” Richard tugs her hand. “Don’t provoke him. That’s never ended well between the two of you.”

			Two decades have passed and Father MacKenna is still nothing but doom and glower. Old and stooped now, he peruses her with the same disdain she remembers from their Latin lessons. Every Monday for three years she was forced to endure his presence. She half expects him to brandish that same polished stick, to rap her knuckles as punishment for bad behavior. But all he does is laugh.

			“And how long before these happy nuptials? I expect that I shall have the honor of administering them?”

			Richard lifts the hand that holds hers. “I’m afraid not. We are to be married according to Brehon Law.”

			“God would frown upon such a union,” MacKenna tells them, his lips curling around his yellowed teeth in an attempted smile. “It would be better that you abandon this idea and marry the mother of your child instead. Atone for your sins by giving her another that is legitimate.”

			When Grace stiffens, the old priest turns to her with barely controlled glee. “Does she not know?”

			“Of Aoife and Edmund?” Grace asks.

			MacKenna twists his lips to the side, pinches them into an angry knot, then turns to Richard. “I see. Perhaps it is wise, leaving yourself a way out of such a marriage.” He bobs his head but doesn’t say farewell to either of them.

			Once the old priest shuffles away, Richard turns his attention to the next man in line. He is uncommonly short and mostly bald but moves like made of springs, eager and bouncing.

			“Richard!” the little man booms, with a voice much larger than his body.

			“Bald Alec. My brehon,” he explains to Grace, motioning toward the older man. When he notes the look of suspicion on her face, he throws up his hands. “I didn’t call for him, if that’s what you’re thinking. He’s come for the feast.”

			“And why would she think you had called for me?” Alec asks.

			“Because Gráinne has requested a trial marriage,” Richard explains, “and you are the only man within fifty miles who can arrange the terms.”

			“And when would you like them drawn?”

			Richard shrugs. “Tonight, if possible.”

			“Tonight?” Her mouth falls open.

			“I have not brought my parchment or quills,” Alec says.

			“There are plenty in my chambers. If you are amenable to writing them. And if she”—Richard motions toward Grace—“is amenable to signing them. Tonight.”

			A choice, then, and not one that can be put off. Grace pauses long enough to look around the room, at all these strangers. A Winter Solstice feast that has turned, quite suddenly, into a wedding feast.

			“I would not be here otherwise,” she says.

			Bald Alec grins. “Then it would be my honor to write them.”

			“Good man,” Richard says, thumping him on the back so hard that he stumbles forward a step. “I’ll have Brian send up a tray while you work.”

			“Will you promise me one thing?” Grace asks as she watches the brehon cross the room.

			Richard lifts a wary brow. “And what would that be?”

			“That we not sign in front of all these people. I want to do that alone. Just us and Alec for a witness. I want it to be ours.”

			“Tá. Am happy to make that promise.”

			“Then let us feast.”

			Grace is lifted off her feet and spun around. Cheers go up as Richard leads her to the head of the table, where every spot has been taken but theirs. A violent eruption of music follows his whoop of joy. A happy cacophony. Pipes and drums and a harp, somewhere in the corner.

			For one moment she is sad, hearing those pipes. She wishes Donal could be here to witness this. Her children as well. Don’t they have a right to see their mother marry the only man she’s ever loved? But this man is not their father. Perhaps they would feel only loss. So she lets the sadness go, a bit of smoke dissipating, and surrenders to the moment.

			Grace leans over and takes Richard’s face in her hands. She kisses him gently. The kiss he offers in return is far less gentle. It is a tempest. And the room becomes a torch of joy, crackling and sparking and alive. Hoots and hollers and shouts of congratulations.

			How good it feels to laugh! Grace lets the sensation roll over her, a joyous wave.

			There is food and whiskey and wine. She tastes none of it. She remembers none of it. The feast is a blur, lost in revelry and laughter, so different than her last wedding. Then, after bellies are full and the trenchers have been pushed away, the table is shoved against the wall and the dancing begins. Richard spins her around the room but a single time. Then he moves to the hearth and settles into one of the big wooden chairs. He pulls Grace onto his lap, nestles his face against her neck, and secures his arms tightly around her waist. He declines every dance on her behalf and soon it is clear to all that Richard Bourke does not intend to share his bride. Not tonight, not ever.

			When they are offered more whiskey, more wine, he declines that as well. “I’d like to remember this next part,” he whispers into her ear.

			Her dance offers are replaced by ribald humor about wedding nights and autumn babies. She blushes like a virgin and settles against Richard’s chest.

			“Is this real?” Grace asks at one point. It is near midnight and she yawns.

			He presses a soft kiss beneath her ear. “It better be.”

			It is the most joy she has experienced in many long years, and only when the villagers begin to disperse, stumbling off toward home, their words slurred and their laughter tipsy, does Richard finally set her on her feet. There are still duties to perform this evening.
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			Bald Alec sits at Richard’s desk inside the privy chamber. A sheet of parchment is spread before him. Quill and inkwell. There are but a few short paragraphs of text.

			“It isn’t complicated,” Alec tells Grace. Then the short man tips his head to the side and asks, “You can read?”

			“Only Irish and Latin,” she tells him.

			“Very good. I’ve written it in Irish. Take your time.”

			Grace sits at the desk and Alec turns the document so that she can read it. He places the quill and inkwell near her right hand. She sticks her tongue out at him, then moves them to her left side. This, of all things, makes him laugh.

			“Not so unlike your new husband,” the brehon mutters.

			The terms are simple. A marriage contract for one year and one day. During which time, both parties shall cohabitate. Any children conceived or born during their union will be considered legitimate heirs. Should either party find themselves dissatisfied by the end of the agreement, they can dissolve the union verbally. All lands, properties, and titles shall revert to the original parties in the case of annulment.

			There is no risk to Grace or her children whatsoever.

			There is no reason not to sign.

			Yet.

			Her hand hovers over the contract and a single drop of ink falls from her quill.

			“What’s wrong?” Richard asks. “I will have Alec change any language you disagree with.”

			“Nothing is wrong,” she says.

			“Then what?”

			Grace sets the quill down, and when she lifts her face to Richard’s concerned gaze, she says, “Please.”

			“What?”

			Oh, God. Curse Manannán. Tears make her feel weak. She hates them. Yet still they slide down her cheeks.

			“Please don’t hurt me,” she says.

			Richard sets one warm hand on hers. His left hand over her left hand. “Have I not proven these last twenty years that I would never hurt you?”

			She nods. “You have.”

			“Then, if you have never trusted me before, do so now.”

			Grace nods again.

			She lifts the quill.

			She signs Gráinne Ní Mháille in the space that is left for her.

			Richard signs his name beside hers.

			It is done.

			She is married for a second time.
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			Alec congratulates them, wishes them a good evening, and leaves. The room grows suddenly quiet and very warm. Gráinne is still at the desk, her eyes on the contract, but unfocused, her mouth slightly parted. She looks to be thinking rather than reading.

			“Has it really been ten years?” Richard asks.

			“What?”

			She looks at him and her expression tightens when she sees him grab the bottom of his armored shirt and lift. The beastly hauberk weighs thirty pounds but feels every bit as much a part of his body as his own head. He could no more imagine leaving this chamber without it every morning than traipsing naked about the estate. But he also looks forward to shedding the damned thing at night.

			Once it is over his head, Richard drapes it across an empty bench near the wall and sighs. He rolls his shoulders. Stretches his neck, then gathers himself before turning back to Gráinne.

			“Ten years since you’ve been with a man.”

			Richard moves to where she sits at the desk. He extends his hand and, after a slight hesitation, she takes it. When he pulls her up, he takes her place in the chair, then tugs her back down to his lap. “And how long had it been before you conceived Merrick?”

			She shrugs.

			“You don’t know?”

			“I do not care to remember any of the nights that my husband came to my bed.”

			“How did you separate that from your duty?” he asks.

			“Likely in the same way that you separated yours.”

			His smile is sad. “Though I did not love Aoife, I enjoyed lying with her. And I think…I think it was not such a great hardship for her either. I did not mind that she thought of him.” Richard lifts a hand and brushes it across her cheek.

			“That does not seem fair to you,” Gráinne whispers. Her breath is warm against his thumb.

			Richard shrugs, unconcerned.

			“I want you to enjoy lying with me, mo ghrá. Is it a thing you have ever enjoyed?” He lets his hand drift down her jaw, her throat, until it spreads wide across her left breast.

			Her breath catches.

			She shakes her head.

			“Ah. Then I am happy to teach you.”

			Something flashes in Gráinne’s eyes, some bit of humor, and when he bends to kiss her, he finds the tip of a blade beneath his chin. A smile curves broad around her teeth. The knife is wickedly sharp, though small.

			“You kept it?” she asks.

			So that’s what she’d been looking at on the desk. The small kitchen knife he’d exchanged for his dagger in Moycullen.

			“I promised I would give it back.”

			“Why was it on your desk?”

			“As a reminder.”

			“Of what?”

			“You,” he says, then moves so quickly she doesn’t have time to jump from his lap. She’s simply dumped onto her feet as he stands. His own dagger is in hand now, and he edges her backward toward the sleeping chamber.

			How many nights has Richard lain awake, dreaming of having Gráinne here alone? More than he can count. And never once did any of those fantasies feature them with blades in hand. Perhaps that is his fault, a lack of imagination. Or a failure to remember the girl he used to know.

			Gráinne lifts her little blade and slides it under the tie at his neck, where the edges of his leine are secured. She flicks with one quick slice and the garment falls open at his throat.

			“So this is the game you’d like to play?” he asks.

			“You did say that you wanted me to enjoy this, did you not?” She shoves him and he stumbles backward a step. “And you need not be so gentle with me as you used to.”

			He dives for her, and she parries. But her mistake was using the kitchen knife instead of the larger one in her boot. She is smaller anyway and has no leverage, so it is no great feat to herd her into his sleeping chamber. Once they are both across the threshold, he kicks the door shut. Their boots make scraping sounds across the worn wooden floorboards as they circle each other.

			“You look flushed,” Richard tells her. “Overly warm. Perhaps you should take off your clothes?”

			Gráinne lunges at him, the tip of her blade catching the hem of his shirt. She tugs it from his trews, leaving a small hole. “You first.”

			“Twist my arm,” he says, then yanks the shirt off with one hand.

			The color rises in her cheeks as she watches him throw it to the corner of the room. She’s distracted, so Richard lunges, meaning to grab her with his free arm. But she twists out of the way.

			Around the room they go, slashing and deflecting. Once, their blades meet with a clank, and the resulting spark brightens her eyes. She pulls back a step, then slashes again, but Richard blocks her with a forearm. This time, when Gráinne tries to twist away, he catches her at the waist and moves her backward until she’s pressed against the bed.

			Richard is gentle, very gentle, as he lightly runs the tip of his dagger across her collarbone, then down to the ties of her bodice.

			“An eye for an eye.” He winks. Then cuts the first tie. Then the next. Then all of them, until her bodice slides open and hangs loose on her shoulders.

			“No one has that many eyes,” she says with a grin.

			Gráinne’s leine is new. Bright and crisp, without a single stain. But it is linen and therefore thin and her form is clear beneath.

			It makes him dizzy, the sight of her.

			So she knocks his legs out from under him.

			Richard goes tumbling to the floor, then dodges to the side in a half roll. He lands on his back and then she is on him again. Only now she straddles his waist. With her free hand she grabs his left wrist and pounds it against the floor.

			“Will not be so easy to disarm me,” he says, lifting his hips in a halfhearted attempt to dislodge her.

			“Won’t it?” she asks, gripping him tighter with her thighs.

			When he curses, Gráinne leans over him, her face but a few inches from his. She smiles in triumph at his obvious distraction. Then she reaches forward, brushing her mouth softly over his, and pounds his knife hand against the floor again.

			“Forfeit,” she demands.

			“Never.”

			Richard uses his free hand to lift the side of her skirt, to run his fingers along her calf, then upward over her knee and onto her outer thigh.

			“You forfeit,” he tells her.

			Gráinne pulls back so that she can see his face. “Make me.”

			“With pleasure.”

			He laughs. Slides that hand around the back of her leg. Upward. And yes. It is everything at once, all he’d been curious about. Smooth as fresh cream, but he feels her shudder with pleasure, feels her skin prickle beneath his fingers.

			“This”—Richard motions to her body—“is a ship I have longed to sail. To guide through smooth waters. And rough. But any good captain must explore his vessel before taking it to sea. He must know it bow”—he lifts his head and kisses her softly—“to stern”—wraps his calf around hers. Richard is very careful when he lowers his chin and brushes his lips across her chest. “Port.” He slides his mouth to the right. “Starboard.” Then he spreads the hand that already cups her arse. “Midships.”

			She gasps when he places a warm kiss at the center of her breastbone. Well. It’s easy enough to disarm her, then. Richard rolls Gráinne onto her back and both of their knives fall away, lost to the possibility of other uses for their hands. But she is pinned now and he sees the flash of panic in her eyes, feels her body stiffen beneath him. Gráinne squeezes her eyes closed, then gulps hard, lost to some momentary unwanted memory.

			“ ’Tis only me,” he whispers in her ear, then lifts his weight so that it’s resting on his forearms. When her eyes don’t open immediately, he shifts again, rolling to the side so that he’s on one hip, so she can easily maneuver away.

			Her lungs fill, then empty with stuttered relief. Gráinne’s eyes flutter open. “I’m sor—”

			“Do not apologize for the sins of another man,” he says.

			The shadow fades from her expression and she lifts her chin to kiss him. Soft, then urgent, and her body softens once more. Gráinne pulls him back on top of her.

			“I’ll never hear you say that you’ve done your duty with me, wife.” His hand moves along the inside of her thigh now. Higher and higher until her mouth parts and her eyes close. A long slow stroke with one well-placed finger. “There. That’s a good start, mo ghrá.”

			Richard kisses her. Hard and fast. Then slow and sweet, his tongue tasting and savoring. He takes his time coaxing her surrender.

			Only a few times in all the years he has known Gráinne has she been at an utter loss for words. To see her like this, soft and pliant beneath him, is almost more than he can bear.

			“Feck,” he growls, then pushes onto his knees.

			He scoops her up and sets her on her feet.

			“Undress me,” he orders.

			Her pupils are large and dark in the dim room. Her lips swollen from kissing. She looks at him stupidly for a moment, then shifts closer until her fingers are at the ties of his trews. His turn to suck in a breath now as she lets those fingers drift at his waist, lower.

			“Gráinne.” Her name, through gritted teeth.

			Now her turn to be gentle. “I am not so scared as you might think. And those memories are not yours to chase away. I’ll banish them myself. In time.”

			She makes quick work of his laces, then lets his trews hang low on his hips. Gráinne takes a step backward, and when he protests the distance between them she says, “Boots.”

			It takes a moment, but they stumble their way out of them. Richard yanks her close again and loosens her skirt. She steps out of it easily, then shoves his trews to the floor. It is only her leine between them then. He slides it up and over her head, his warm hands gliding over the soft curves of her body. They stop at the indent of her waist. They are naked, finally, and each takes the other in slowly. A few soft candles and a dying fire are all the light they have.

			Richard thinks of old words, written in an old book, about Adam and Eve and how they were both naked and unashamed. He understands the latter part now. The awe and reverence.

			“I have loved you since I was a boy,” Richard tells her, then bends to scoop her into his arms. Two steps to the bed and he lays her gently on the mattress, then lays himself on top of her. “And I cannot think of anything that will stop me from loving you until the day I die.”

			“I have hated myself for loving you,” she tells him. “But I have only ever wanted you. I have only ever loved you.”

			“Then you will keep no part of yourself from me,” he whispers into her ear. “I want all of you.”

			He kisses her again. Then he tastes her neck. Her collarbone. Both breasts, slowly. Runs lips and teeth and tongue down the space between them, over her belly. He tastes everything. And only when she is limp does he return to her mouth.

			“Then take me,” she says.

			So he does. And then they are one, united in body and soul.
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			They lie awake until dawn. Touching and talking. They explore each other, and when they come together again, there is no shyness. Only heat and temper and rage that they have had to wait so long.

			Grace is strewn across Richard’s bare chest. He has one hand tangled in the hair at the nape of her neck, and the other drags a long trail down her spine and over her arse. Back and forth, back and forth his fingers march that path until the candles gutter out one by one and their pungent smoke fills the air. The coals are low in the hearth, and they are surrounded by warmth and darkness.

			“I like this,” she tells him.

			“Tá. Is better than sleeping alone.”

			“Was it sleep you wanted, then? I mistook your intentions.”

			His laughter rumbles through her chest. “I would rather never sleep again. But if I must, I’ll keep you as my lawful blanket.”

			Grace has almost drifted off to sleep when she hears a harsh distant barking on the hills outside Rockfleet. It’s followed by an answering shriek. Back and forth goes this call-and-response for some minutes.

			“ ’Tis their mating season,” Richard tells her, but his voice is soft and she thinks that he isn’t far from dreams either. “The foxes, I mean.”

			“They’re awfully loud about it.”

			He chuckles. “The males not as much. That was him you heard first. The loud part is the ‘vixen’s scream’ as they clicket. That’s how you know she enjoys being swived.” He nips at Grace’s ear. “Same as you.”

			She swats at Richard, but he rolls her so that her back is pressed to his torso. He drapes one big, heavy arm over her side and buries his face in her neck so that his breath slides warm across her shoulder.

			“The sun will be up soon,” she says. “I didn’t take you for the kind of man who lies abed.”

			“Ssshhh,” he whispers. “Where else do ye have to be, Gráinne? And besides, I cut your dress to shreds last night. You’ve nothing to wear.”

			Grace is thinking that there is nowhere else in all the world that she would rather be when she hears the chinkling, tinkling call of a goldfinch outside the window. Its song rises and falls, timed to her quiet, swooping breaths. It is nearing dawn somewhere out there, beyond the walls of this warm room, and the bird has found its breakfast. Nettle and thistle, long gone to seed. It sings of success and hunger and, she thinks, love. Three more melodic notes, and then she is asleep.

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1590

				“Betrayal”
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			Grace is sixty years old

			
			Grace stands on Niamh’s deck, anchored just beyond the beach, and surveys the pretty prison where she was sent off to live at sixteen. There is no part of her that misses that life, though she does miss the girl she was then. Oh, what Grace would tell her younger self, if only she could.

			She is glad that Merrick was able to retake the barony from Rory. And if he did so at the point of a sword? Well, he is an O’Flaherty, after all. Unfortunately, he is his father’s son, and ranks personal vendetta above family allegiance. It is the only reason she can fathom that Merrick has sworn his fealty to Sir Richard Bingham.

			“Easy,” she tells Ultan as her men lower the rowboat. “Merrick cannot know what we’re about.”

			Ultan spits over the rail. “I told you we couldn’t trust FitzWilliam to keep his word and have Bingham removed as governor.”

			“He was removed,” she reminds her first mate. “For all of six months. Until he convinced the English queen to give him a trial.”

			“In which he was acquitted because”—Ultan pauses here to count on his fingers—“it took place in Dublin, before an English council, and not a single Mayo chieftain testified against him.”

			Grace lifts an arm and offers a friendly wave to a handful of guards who have come down to the beach to watch them disembark.

			“In all fairness, it’s hard to give testimony at a trial that you don’t know is happening,” she tells him.

			Grace never got the purported summons. Nor did any of the other chieftains who had cause against Bingham. But all of them received the ultimatum sent by FitzWilliam demanding their submission once Bingham was acquitted. It was duly rejected. Now Bingham, bolstered by support from the English queen, has renewed his aggressions. And his attempts to divide and conquer. He brokered a deal with her son: Merrick’s loyalty in return for his assistance in defeating Rory O’Flaherty. Merrick behaves like a child, avenging a father he never knew.

			“What kind of trouble will we get from him?” Ultan asks as he hands Grace down to the three crewmen waiting in the rowboat. The others will stay aboard so as not to cause alarm. Let them think she is little more than a mother coming to visit her son.

			“He is clever. And vain. But he wouldn’t dare fight me,” she says. “Still, I don’t intend to give him the chance.”

			“Then you think the ruse worked?”

			She tilts her head to the wide swath of pale beach. “I don’t see any guards headed for the quay.”

			Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh are docked around the bend, in a jagged notch of harbor between the Hill of Doon and the southerly cliffs that provide a natural harbor. But Merrick and his men, having seen Grace standing on deck waving, are all gathered at the beach to greet them.

			“Let’s get this spanking over with, shall we?”
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			Gutty gives the signal: the light, sweet, warbling whistle of a skylark. Gráinne has stepped onto the beach, embraced her son. Were the O’Flaherty guards worth their salt, they would note that the call comes from low in the brush instead of high in the clouds, where it belongs.

			He gives the tower house but a single disparaging glance before joining the twenty men crouched in the tall grass. He was born in this place, though he remembers no mother, no father. He remembers nothing but hunger and cold and filth. Memories as smudged as the fingers of a dirty boy tasked with keeping the fires. Then her. His Bean an Tí. A warm light and soft hand and the only home he’s ever known. Gutty would throw himself off a cliff if she asked. So it is no hardship to lead her crew into the village, swords drawn.
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			Grace has sent Gutty and the crew of Caoimhe into the village with firm instructions: Burn every structure. Seize the cattle. But hurt no one. Any displaced O’Flahertys are welcome to join her in Connaught. Otherwise, they can depose their chieftain or fend for themselves.

			As for the Róisín Dubh, her crew disembarked an hour ago, and the Murray twins along with their twenty men will have the tower house surrounded by now.

			So Grace thinks nothing of stepping into her son’s outstretched arms, of pulling him close and soaking up his warmth one last time. Merrick smells of leather and mead, of salt and steel. And yes, he is his father’s son. But once he was her boy.

			“I did not expect you,” he says.

			“You should have,” Grace tells him.

			Then puts her dagger to his throat.

			Merrick tries to shift away, but she moves with him.

			“What the feck, Mam!” he shouts.

			Ultan and the crew have drawn their swords now, and a call goes up from the ramparts along Bunowen Castle. Too late they have realized this is no maternal visit.

			When Merrick was born and the midwife cut his cord, Grace thought it such an odd thing to be severed from the life she’d grown. But this is far worse. All her children have turned on her in their own way. A necessary separation. But this is a betrayal.

			“You have given your loyalty to Bingham,” she says. “You have submitted to the English.”

			“It’s not what you think. It’s not—”

			“Do not call me a liar.”

			“I am using him!” Merrick shrieks as the edge of her blade catches his chin. “Rory had to be defeated. I thought you’d be happy! I would have long since been chieftain, if not for him!”

			Grace lowers her blade and takes a step back. She looks at him with pity. “The title would have never been yours.”

			“Oh yes, let’s hear it again. Please tell me how it would have gone to my stupid, weak brother. I bet now you’ll say he wouldn’t be dead, that he’d still be—”

			Alive.

			Yes, Young Eóin would still be alive if not for Rory and the new O’Flaherty and that meddling from the English queen. But that word is knocked right out of Merrick’s mouth with the back of her hand.

			“You will never speak of him again.”

			“Mam—”

			“No. You have lost the right to call me that.”

			“You cannot mean that. Not over something so stupid.”

			“Oh, do tell me what I mean, O’Flaherty. Explain it in great detail, since you seem to think I don’t understand my own words.”

			“O’Flaherty?” he sneers. “You will not call your own son by his name?”

			“I never called your father by his. And you are no longer my son.”

			Merrick’s guards shift forward, trying to flank him. Late afternoon sunlight glints off their steel, and they shift nervously, foot to foot. Four of them to her five. Close enough odds that she doesn’t see any fear in their eyes.

			Until the distant echo of shouting reaches them.

			Merrick looks over his shoulder at the billowing black smoke that swirls above the hill.

			He sniffs the acrid scent of burning thatch. “What have you done?”

			“Made my point.”

			“You would burn my lands in front of me?” His face leaches of color and those muddy eyes—so like his father’s—turn violent, pinched at the corners. “You fecking bitch.”

			“I know you were too young to remember, but these were my lands once. Not yours. And certainly not your father’s. It was I who led his people, who managed his territory, who collected rents and paid them to that woman across the sea.”

			Merrick lunges at her and is brought up short by the tip of Ultan’s sword. “Come closer,” Ultan says with a grin. “By all means come closer, boy.”

			Her son trembles with rage. “You have never known your place. Wearing trews and taking to the sea. No wonder Da hated you.”

			“I see you’ve been speaking with Rory’s men,” she says. “How did you kill him anyway?”

			“While he slept. Face down in bed.”

			Her words are sour when she says, “That sounds like something your father would have done.”

			Merrick spits at her, a scattered spray of droplets without any force. Weak, like him. “What a fecking useless mother you are. Gone half my life roaming the sea, when you should have been tending the hearth.”

			She points at the castle. “That hearth? Or the one on Clare? Or Achill? Or maybe Rockfleet or Doona or Burrishoole. Castlekirk perhaps? Or one of the others? Which hearth exactly do you mean? I have so many of them. What a terrible mother I have been, to have acquired so much territory for my children.”

			“You sent me away,” he says. “I was only ten years old and you sent me off to foster with my father’s people. Is it any wonder that’s where my loyalty lies? It confused me at first. Until you married again. That fucking Bourke. What you really wanted was a new husband and a new family. A new heir. But you couldn’t have that unless I was out of the way, could you?”

			It’s a low blow. An unhealed wound. And Grace winces when he presses against that bruise. It is the curse of motherhood to lie awake at night and wonder what you did wrong. She could find a dozen different reasons why she might be at fault for the gaping holes in Merrick’s character. Why she might bear the guilt for the tumbling cascade of his terrible life choices.

			The thing about O’Flahertys, she has learned, is that they are all fury but no wit. Brute force without the benefit of a sharp intellect. So when he turns to his men and gives the order, she isn’t surprised.

			But she is saddened.

			Merrick throws one arm into the air and orders, “Kill her.”
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			Finn holds his breath as Murray looses the arrow. One heartbeat. Two. Then the archer atop the castle rampart drops his bow and scratches at his bloody throat. He teeters on the wall. Falls with a gurgled scream. The men around him let out a cry, then duck behind the rampart walls.

			For near an hour Finn has been crouched behind the stone pasture fence between the beach and tower house. He watched Gráinne’s reunion with her son. He watched the lazy guards shrug at her arrival. But when swords were drawn, he turned his attention to the ramparts. The moment Merrick’s archer drew back his arm, Finn’s brother let the arrow fly.

			A crack shot, his brother.

			“We’ve taken the garrison too,” Murray says as he creeps up beside him. “Ten kerne within, and a few more scattered around. Mostly fat and slow. None of them put up a fight. We’ve got them all shut inside.”

			Finn nods. “Good. Now let’s have our fun.”
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			“Surrender,” Grace tells her son.

			Again Merrick spits at her. Without his archer, they have lost the advantage.

			“Is this worth your life?” she asks.

			“It’s worth my honor,” he says behind gritted teeth.

			“Last I checked, you had none, O’Flaherty.” He winces at the sound of his surname, eyes flashing with irritation, and she adds, “This is over. Call your men off, lest any more of them die.”

			“And how many have you lost, Mam?”

			“ ’Tis your village that’s burning. Your garrison taken. I have lost nothing.”

			“Oh, not here—you’ve made your point sure enough. But this isn’t where the real battle is happening, is it?”

			When he was younger, Merrick used to torment Edmund and Tibbot. He’d scare them in the dark corners of Rockfleet Castle, throw stones at them while they played outside. He was a cruel stepbrother. Grace had always thought him jealous of the younger boys, unhappy to live under another man’s roof. Grace convinced herself that this piece of him was broken because he’d lost his own father so young. But now she sees that this is who Merrick has always been. Angry. Conniving. Envious.

			Grace repeats the question he asked only a few moments ago. “What have you done?”

			“What have you done, Merrick? Say my name, Mam. You gave it to me, after all.” He balls his fists. “Say my fucking name!”

			“Bind him,” she tells Ultan.

			Merrick turns quickly on his heel, but doesn’t make it a full stride before he sees the Murray twins standing behind his men on the beach. They loose arrows into two of his guards before the warning shout dies on Merrick’s lips. The third guard gets three good swings in at Ultan before Finn runs him through from behind. The man drops to his knees and coughs blood onto the wet sand. Three gurgling, miserable breaths. Four.

			Men don’t want to die. Their deaths never come easy and are never gentle. They fight it tooth and nail. The only person she has ever known to slip away on a gentle breath was her own mother. Grace, however, has lived by the sword. Same as this man. She nods at Ultan, who runs his blade across the guard’s neck, offering the only mercy he can: a quick death.

			“Call off your dogs!” Merrick shrieks around a mouthful of sand as the Murray twins bind his arms behind his back.

			“Take him to the tethering post,” she tells them. “I’ll get my answers one way or another.”

			It is a short, sad walk for her son, hauled up the beach by Finn and Murray, cursing and spluttering all the way. A dozen of her men surround the tower house, arrows nocked and trained on the ramparts, lest the guards try to attack from above.

			A few tight knots and her son is bound, from shoulders to wrists, to the old splintered post near the front steps of Bunowen Castle where visitors tie their horses. Grace allows herself one glance to the upper windows and the room where she used to live.

			“What have you done?” Grace demands again.

			This boy that she carried against her heart for nine long months only laughs. She has been taking blows for Merrick since she was pregnant. But none hit harder than his next words.

			“Why don’t you go home and see?”
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			Sir Richard Bingham approaches Rockfleet Castle at the head of one thousand men. Eight hundred infantry—mostly English, though there are a few Irish kerne thrown in for good measure—and two hundred cavalry. They come in from the east, from Castlebar, leaving a torn muddy track in their wake.

			He sits astride a great black mare and looks to where O’Malley’s stone fortress squats at the head of a narrow inlet, a gray block without an ounce of artistic adornment. Spare and savage, like the woman herself.

			It is low tide, and the channel is filled with rocks and seagrass, small yellow flowers that bow and shudder in the breeze all along the petrous shore. What a strange place to live. He has never understood her fierce devotion to this pile of rock at the edge of the world. Shouts come from the garrison and from the guards atop the ramparts. Not much in the way of resistance, he thinks. They’ll be dealt with soon enough.

			“She’s gone,” his scout says, edging closer on his own horse. “Just as her son promised. Took her ships with her.”

			“I have eyes,” Bingham tells the man. He’ll not praise this churl for stating the obvious.

			He tugs at the reins and circles his horse so that he faces the sea of men.

			“Every hut is to be burned,” he tells them. “All livestock confiscated. Every man, woman, and child who resists, killed. If they flee, let them. If they stand, run them through with the sword.”
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			Grace left her son tied to the hitching post. Merrick’s betrayal cost the lives of four men today. The rest of his people can mete out whatever punishment they see fit. She paused as they retreated to the beach, turned to see him one last time. Hope is a splinter, a painful intruder, hard to dislodge. Grace hoped to see regret in his eyes, but found only hatred instead. She forgets what he looked like as a boy, before anger consumed him.

			They are an hour into the Atlantic now, rounding Slyne Head and making for home. Or what’s left of it. Grace stands on the cabin deck, salt in her nose, spray in her eyes, and squints into the sinking sun.

			When she looks to Ultan, she finds him watching her. He nods once.

			“Sure, then,” she says. “Take us home.”

			Down the ladder. Into the cabin. Grace closes the door with a soft click and goes to sit on the bed. She lets her body soften into the rolling waves, lets the call-and-response on deck become a kind of distant chanted liturgy.

			Grace lays her head in her hands and weeps.

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1544

				“Training”
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			Grace is fourteen years old

			
			Seasons are strange things. It once felt as though a trip to Galway took half her life. A day in Clew Bay could have been months or years. Grace would grow two inches overnight and then time would slow to such a crawl that a decade passed before breakfast. But now? A year has been swept away so quickly she feels that Rockfleet has always been her home, that her life before was nothing but a dream. She arrived here at thirteen and now she is fourteen and everyone treats her like a woman, not a girl. Finola, in particular, has exacting standards.

			No more running barefoot or leaving her hair loose about her shoulders. She is to dress properly, every day, with her bodice drawn so tight that she can hardly breathe. Her mass of wild curls braided and pinned atop her head. No more going off with the men. No sailing. No long hikes through field or forest. Grace has not bothered to look at her compass in six months. Every day her world grows smaller, managed entirely by Finola Bourke.

			Tonight is All Hallows’ Eve—a day that Grace has been looking forward to, if for no other reason than she is allowed off castle grounds.

			“Most days your job as Bean an Tí will be simple,” Finola tells her as they mount their horses. “You will manage your husband’s household. The preparing of food and the upkeep of whatever castles he might have. You will entertain his friends and allies. It is your job to be hospitable. Keep a cheerful home and a warm bed. But there are other days”—here Finola gives her a stern look—“like today, that will require something else of you entirely.”

			Grace situates herself in the saddle, then takes the torch that the steward hands her. Brian gives her a look as though he expects her to light her hair on fire immediately. Finola receives a torch as well, and their small party rides through the courtyard and out the gate. It is Grace, Finola, and four guards with loaded saddlebags. She maneuvers her horse, Enbarr, so that she rides parallel to Finola.

			“And what must I be today?” Grace asks.

			“Likable,” Finola snorts. “Charming, even, if you can manage it. Your job on nights like this is to earn the loyalty of your husband’s people.”

			I have no husband, Grace thinks, nor do I want one.

			It is a thought she keeps to herself.

			The village is small. Only ten cottages sprinkled through a small wood of Scots pine. It is milking time and most of the women sit on stools with a bucket at their feet while children run barefoot in the road and men work to prepare the bonfire. A great stack of dry wood and bramble has been erected in the middle of the village, and the men stand about, hands on hips, commenting on their handiwork.

			It is a small, happy place and Grace finds herself envious of these women and their simple lives.

			“The Bean an Tí,” one of their guards announces loudly, and everyone turns to look at them.

			Grace hands her torch to a guard so she can dismount. And then she is presented.

			“Gráinne Ní Mháille,” Finola tells them. “My foster daughter. We have brought a flame from our hearth on this summer’s end to offer light and warmth to your homes as we enter the darker part of the year.”

			Finola motions Grace forward and together they tip their torches into the kindling. Once they’re certain the fire has taken hold, they hand their torches off for safekeeping for the ride home.

			Soon the village women move forward, wiping hands on their aprons, then reaching out to embrace Grace. She is welcomed. Petted. Fawned over.

			“Please,” she says. “There’s no need.”

			She looks to Finola for help, but finds none, for she, too, has been swept into the arms of delighted villagers. There is a great hubbub now, with children running up to get a closer look and men coming forward to greet her properly. She is offered fresh milk and oatcakes, both of which she receives graciously and consumes before them, as she’s been instructed. The sheep’s milk is frothy and warm and rich. Better than goat’s milk. Not as sweet as cow’s. The oatcake is plain but satisfying and clearly from yesterday’s baking, but it matters that they see her eat it.

			And now, her turn.

			She pulls a heavy sack from a saddlebag and hands out fistfuls of warm roasted chestnuts drizzled in honey to the children.

			See and be seen, that is their mission today. Share the fire from their hearth. Honor tradition.

			“ ’Tis good for you to come,” one of the women tells her. “You might be our Bean an Tí one day.”

			“I—”

			“Walter, yes? That’s who you’re meant to marry?” The woman pinches her cheeks and Grace blushes. “You’ll be a pretty bride, no doubt.”

			When she looks away, she finds Finola staring at her, eyes pinched tight. So Grace laughs and gives the woman a noncommittal response. How exactly is she supposed to charm anyone? Are there lessons for such a thing?

			“I am honored to be here,” Grace says.

			They stand beside a low stone fence; a flock of sheep graze farther up the hill. The woman assesses her blatantly, running her gaze up and down Grace’s figure. “You’ll be a good breeder, I think.”

			Grace is thankful for the dying light, that her blush is hidden by the gloam.

			“Finola only has the one child,” she whispers. “But I think you’ll do better.”

			Grace doesn’t know where to look. After a startled laugh and a frantic search, she settles on her clasped hands.

			This seems to delight the village woman even more. “Ah! I’ve embarrassed you, I see.” Another pinch to the cheek. “Isn’t much to it. You’ll be fine.”

			Though none of the other women are quite so bold, they all mention Walter. They tease her and, once it’s grown fully dark, give her cups of mead and meaningful looks. Some time later, Finola bids the village farewell and a torch from each household is thrust into the bonfire and taken to their own hearths. A warm glow fills each doorway.

			Grace sways in the saddle as they ride home, grateful it is but two miles. Whether pleased or disappointed with her performance, Finola doesn’t say.
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			The young O’Flaherty throws the first punch.

			“For feck’s sake,” Richard says, pulling his horse to a stop. He squints at the sky, cursing the steady downpour, then dismounts. He takes Enbarr’s reins so that Grace can do the same. He walks both horses beneath the canopy of a broad oak tree and ties them to a low branch, then motions for her to take shelter beneath the limbs with him. This might take a while.

			The track is muddy today, and the young O’Flaherty took advantage of it, grabbing a clump of stinking mud and throwing it at the back of Donal’s head the moment his horse passed.

			Grace watched her brother sigh deeply, then drop his head for a moment. She knows he only wants to go home. But it’s best to get this over with quickly. For some reason, their weekly Latin lessons always bring out the worst in the young O’Flaherty.

			She hates him. Hates these stupid fights that he insists on picking. Why must everything come to blows with him? It doesn’t matter to him that it’s autumn and that the downpour is frigid. She is soaked to the skin and infuriated by this petty bickering.

			“Donal!” she yells, and two mud-splattered faces turn to her.

			They stop their punching and brawling long enough to note that she is only lodging a complaint against their behavior, not offering encouragement to one or the other, before their fists start flying again.

			This has become their weekly routine over the last year. Every Monday morning they go to the friary for their Latin lesson; then, on the way home, the Donals fight while Grace and Richard are forced to watch.

			Rockfleet feels as familiar to her now as Clare. As much as Grace hates having to be here, she loves the place itself. Perhaps she loves this castle more than any that belong to her father. Sometimes, before she meets Richard in the cellar for one of their lessons, she goes up onto the ramparts and watches the sky change from black to pewter. She watches the bay and the water and the tide. She listens to the birds and to her own Sense—it has been years since she felt what she did that day her father took them into Clew Bay on a clear afternoon only to end up in the midst of a hellacious storm. She did not enjoy that feeling. But she does miss it.

			“Your brother will have to end this if he wants to keep his name,” Richard tells her.

			He’s sitting as close as he dares, his arm pressed against her for a little warmth. There is a large flat rock beneath the tree, so at least they aren’t in the mud. She shifts an inch closer and tries not to shiver. She doesn’t look at Richard’s face but suspects it’s stretched wide in a smile due to her proximity. They watch the Donals roll in the mud.

			“He didn’t start this fight. Or any of the others, for that matter,” she argues.

			“All the more reason for him to end it.”

			“And how should he manage that?” she asks. “O’Flaherty won’t let up.”

			“That’s because you keep calling him O’Flaherty. You do it to provoke him.”

			“I do it,” she says, “because I already have a Donal.”

			Richard turns to her and squints the rain out of his eyes. “A broken nose ought to do the job.”

			“What?”

			“That’s how your brother can end this. He breaks O’Flaherty’s nose and takes the name.”

			“I don’t think Donal wants to do that.”

			Yet she knows that he could do that and more. She thinks of the dead Portuguese sailor on board Niamh and has to shake the image from her mind. The young O’Flaherty doesn’t realize what restraint her brother shows during these weekly scuffles.

			“All your brother wants to do is to sneak off and kiss my sister when no one is looking.”

			“He hasn’t—”

			“Caught ’em myself in the cellar yesterday, didn’t I. Don’t you ever wonder why he’s happy to volunteer for any chore that takes him near Nora?”

			Anyone with eyes could see the way that Donal looks at Nora. Yet Grace hadn’t realized he’d found the courage to do anything about it.

			“I don’t believe you,” she says, just to irritate him.

			“I could demonstrate exactly what they were doing.” Richard waggles his eyebrows.

			Grace smacks his chest, then winces when the back of her hand hits that insufferable chainmail shirt he insists on wearing every waking hour. He takes her hand in his and brushes his thumb across her fingers to soothe the pain. When Grace looks at him, his dark blue eyes are boring into hers. She looks away first.

			Richard releases her hand after a long moment, then stretches his legs out in front of him. He taps the toe of his boot against her left ankle. He grunts in approval at the dull thud.

			“Is it more comfortable now?”

			“I amn’t getting blisters, if that’s what you mean?”

			They had bickered for months about where Grace ought to carry her knife. She likes it hidden at her thigh but can admit—though not to him—that it’s impractical. She learned the hard way not to go around hiking up her skirts when she needs it. But her apron is no good either. She’d carried the knife there for weeks until it fell out of the open pocket in the Great Hall one evening after dinner. She stared at the thing as if her own eye had just rolled across the floor, and when The MacWilliam asked why she was carrying a knife, she lied and said she’d been helping Cook in the kitchens earlier and must have walked off with it.

			“Best get it back to her, then,” he’d said. “I fear only two things in this world: God and that woman.”

			Finola watched the entire exchange with quiet curiosity, and Richard had been forced to sneak into the kitchen in the middle of the night to steal the knife back for Grace.

			So they’d decided she would keep the blade in her boot. That required him to make a smaller leather strap and sheath. And once it was complete, it chafed. But now her blade is readily accessible.

			Grace can see when her brother gets bored with the fight. He hits the young O’Flaherty with a right uppercut, then swipes with one leg and knocks his feet out from under him. O’Flaherty lands with a wet squelch in the mud. But it’s hard enough to rattle his head and wind him.

			“Have you had enough?” Donal asks.

			“Feck off,” O’Flaherty says.

			Without another word, Donal walks off and mounts his horse. Before riding away, he turns to Grace to make sure she will follow. He is none too keen to leave her alone with any of these boys.

			“Should have broken his nose,” Richard says, then stands up and offers his hand. “Now we have to do this again next week.”
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			“Been walking into walls again, Donal?” The MacWilliam asks.

			They are at the breakfast table the next morning, food spread in a heap across the table, and Grace does her best to look at neither her host nor the boy who has become a thorn in her side. He has a swollen face—two black eyes and a split lip. She thinks Richard was right. Her brother should have broken his nose and ended it.

			“Just fists,” the young O’Flaherty says.

			“So you’ve lost the name, then?”

			“Not yet. But I’ve made peace with it. For now.”

			“How so?”

			He nods at Grace and, even though it must hurt, he grins. “I can live with her calling me O’Flaherty. It will be her name as well, before the end.”

			“Only an O’Flaherty would take a loss and claim the win,” Richard grumbles beside her.

			But Finola laughs. “My little brother is bold,” she says.

			“Can your son say the same?” The MacWilliam asks, turning those twinkling dark blue eyes to Richard.

			Grace stands abruptly and the bench clatters backward behind her. “If you’ll excuse me.”

			She nods to her hosts and hurries from the Great Hall.

			Laughter fills the air behind her.

			Her cheeks are red and her heart is hammering in her chest when she runs directly into Walter Bourke in the stairwell. Richard’s older brother, The MacWilliam’s son from his first marriage, sets his hands on her shoulders to study her. He hasn’t been at the castle for much of the year. At Burrishoole learning how to be a chieftain, she’s been told.

			He looks at her now like he’s seeing her for the first time. “Gráinne?”

			“Yes.”

			“You look different.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“All grown up.”

			She shifts to move out of his grip, but his fingers tighten. His eyes take a lazy stroll up and down her body, then focus on her hair. He lifts one hand and pulls a loose curl from behind her ear. He wraps it around one finger.

			She pulls her head away, trying to move out of his grip.

			He yanks harder. “That isn’t polite.”

			“Let me go,” she tells him.

			His other hand leaves her shoulder and slides down her back, lower, until he reaches her bottom. Then he grabs and pulls her against his body. They are so close that she must crane her neck backward to see his face. Walter is taller than Richard by several inches.

			He squeezes her bottom. Hard. Kneads it with his fingers.

			“I’ll do as I please,” he says.

			Grace puts her hand against his chest and tries to push away, but his grip tightens in both places. He laughs, then leans down, his lips parted.

			“Walter.” Richard’s voice is filled with fury. “Stop.”

			“Jealous, little brother?” Walter laughs. It’s an ugly sound.

			“Enough,” Richard says.

			Walter loosens his grip, but just before he releases her, he plants a mean, hard kiss directly on her lips. She is so startled that her entire body stiffens and tears well in her eyes unbidden. Grace has never been kissed before. When he licks her lips, she yanks herself out of his grasp.

			Then Walter steps away, laughing harder. He smacks her bottom as he walks off.

			When she looks at Richard, he seems stricken, his eyes wide.

			Grace does the only thing she can think of: she wipes Walter’s kiss away with the sleeve of her dress, then runs upstairs to her garret room.

			Later that night, when Nora comes to help her ready for bed, she brings a note from Richard:

			Meet me in the byre tomorrow morning.

			I’ll teach you how to throw a knife.
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			“There are two ways to throw,” Richard tells Gráinne. “Like this.” He grips the handle of the knife in his right hand like a hammer. “Or like this.” He pinches the blade in his left hand between two fingers. “Doesn’t matter which method you choose, as long as you master it.”

			Then he throws, first one, then the other, and they both lodge near center in the wooden stump against the byre wall. The target is an old rotted stump with a circle painted on the side, and the bark is long chipped away from target practice. He dragged it over from the garrison last night while the guards were at dinner.

			“The hammer grip is better if you need the blade to rotate,” he tells her. “But the pinched is best for distances. Now you try.”

			Richard’s blades are bigger than she’s used to. Heavier. He expects her throws to go wild, to slam against the rock wall with a clang. But they both hit the target, though only one of them with the pointy end. The other hits with the butt, then thumps to the dirt floor.

			“Of course you’d be good at this,” he mutters.

			“It’s about time I’m good at something,” Gráinne tells him.

			“You’re good at knife fighting,” he says.

			“Not against you. And certainly not at the beginning.” She goes to pick up his daggers, then returns to his side and throws again.

			The blade thrown with her left hand sticks, and the other falls.

			He has her throw again, and again, and again, changing the grip between throwing hands. Thrice she hits the target with a right throw using the pinch grip.

			“Which do you like better?” he asks, testing his theory.

			Gráinne lifts the blade pinched between thumb and forefinger. “This one.”

			“You seem surprised?”

			“Seems the more dangerous grip.”

			And Richard laughs at that. “Everything I’ve taught you is dangerous, Gráinne. I’d think you accustomed to it by now.”

			“Everything you’ve taught me would get me in trouble with your mother. That’s hardly a thing I’ll grow accustomed to.”

			“Surely she doesn’t scare you?” he asks.

			“More than my mother ever has. Every time I look at Finola I think she’s decided the course of my life but not bothered to tell me.”

			Richard knows exactly what she means, so he doesn’t bother trying to reassure her. They throw in silence for a while, and when one of her knives goes wide, he moves to stand behind her, to guide her arms into the correct position, but he doesn’t move away afterward.

			“And what have you decided?” he asks finally.

			“About what?”

			“Your life. Will it be Walter or O’Flaherty?”

			“Neither.”

			“Sure, your father will make you choose. Or my mother, as you’ve noted. You must have an opinion on the matter?”

			“My opinion is that they are both odious pigs and I don’t want either of them.”

			He is delighted to hear it. “Is there some…thing you want instead?”

			“I want Spain and France and Portugal. I want a boat of my own. And a life bigger than any tower house can hold.”

			Gráinne looks up at him then with such hope in her eyes that he doesn’t have the heart to quash it. So he smiles at her instead, and when his lips pull wide around his teeth, her gaze falls to them. Richard notes her slow blink and the color that rises in her cheeks, the way her lips part just slightly.

			He bends his mouth to hers.
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			They are only a breath apart when Grace hears someone calling her name.

			“Gráinne!” It’s O’Flaherty, stomping toward the byre. “Cook wants her eggs!”

			The knives, she thinks. He cannot know.

			“I am not sorry,” Richard whispers into her ear, then lowers his mouth so that his next words are a faint brush against her lips. “But I’ll be wanting your forgiveness anyway.”

			Then he swipes her feet out from under her.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Let them figure it out,” Donal whispers, placing his hand gently over Nora’s mouth. He can feel her smile beneath his palm.

			She shifts her head slightly so that her mouth is free. “They were doing just fine until O’Flaherty arrived.”

			Donal can feel her fingers run along the middle of his spine. He squirms, though not unpleasantly. It is never unpleasant when they meet like this. Quite the opposite, in fact. But he is loath to think what would happen if they are discovered—and not just in a stolen kiss. Their current state of entanglement is quite different. Though they are fully clothed, their position in the hay is inappropriate.

			Their hands had started to wander when Richard and Gráinne came into the byre. At first, by the sound of things, Donal thought she needed rescuing.

			“They do this often,” Nora said, laughing into the side of his neck as she rearranged her bodice. “Let them be.”

			“Are they fighting? With knives?”

			She explained their lessons as simply and quietly as possible.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Everyone deserves their secrets.”

			He had pouted then. “I suppose you have them too?”

			“You are my only secret, Donal.”

			He learned much while they waited for Gráinne and Richard to finish their lesson. The biggest surprise came at the end, however, when she announced her refusal to marry either of the suitors chosen for her. Then a heavy silence fell between them, and Donal doesn’t need an explanation for why.

			“It’s taken him a year to work up the courage for that,” Nora said, her voice barely louder than the rustle of the hay beneath them. “He’s been in love with her since the night they met.”

			But now O’Flaherty has found them, and there is shouting in every direction. She stiffens. Nora has a way of disappearing when O’Flaherty is near. She slips from rooms and into shadows, down stairwells and around corners. If O’Flaherty has ever noticed Nora’s presence in the castle, he’s never remarked on it—or, at least, not in Donal’s hearing. The bright, vibrant girl he loves becomes little more than wisp and murmur in the presence of the scowling young man from Connemara. Donal has never asked her why. He doesn’t need to. O’Flaherty is just like his father.

			“I am fine.” Gráinne’s voice rises above the fray.

			O’Flaherty’s voice now. “He had you on the floor! Every inch of you is covered in dirt. What have you been doing?”

			“I slipped,” she says, “getting the eggs. He was just helping me up when you came in.”

			“And why is he here in the first place?” O’Flaherty demands.

			“I live here,” Richard answers dryly. Silence for a few heartbeats, then he adds, “You heard her. Tell Cook she’ll be in with the eggs shortly.”

			There is a growl and shuffling, then the sound of angry footsteps marching away.

			“The knives?” Richard asks once O’Flaherty is gone.

			“Under my skirts,” Gráinne answers.

			“That was quick thinking,” he tells her.

			His sister laughs. “Our lessons stay between us. I don’t want your mother to interfere.” Donal listens as Gráinne gets up and dusts herself off. “But why did you knock me down?”

			“It was that or let him find us kissing.”

			“We weren’t—”

			“We would have been,” Richard says, then falls quiet.

			Donal thinks Richard must be looking at Gráinne, and he can guess the expression because Nora has seen it on his own face often enough.

			Richard clears his throat. “Best we get back.”

			Donal hears Gráinne make quick work of collecting the eggs despite every protest from the hens. Then the byre is quiet once more, quiet enough that Donal and Nora can rise from their place in the hay.

			They leave the stall and inspect the throwing target. It’s chipped to pieces.

			“I don’t want to take this from her,” Donal says.

			“The lessons?”

			“No. The hope that she can choose her own future.”

		

	
		
			
				Mother, 1567

				“Corsairs from Algeria”
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			Grace is thirty-seven years old

			
			Her pains began in the night, somewhere near the Aran Islands as they left Galway. Grace ignored that deep pinch within her body because she does not have time to give birth, not now, not on this ship. And certainly not with that Algerian corsair riding their wake. It has been in pursuit for hours, ever since they took the turn around Slyne Head. The cunning bastards were hiding, waiting between Slyne and Chapel Island. And doesn’t Niamh look like easy prey, all loaded down with cargo?

			Grace had counted on at least two more weeks, had argued with Richard when he begged her to stay. But she made the case for one last trading run to Galway before the báb arrives. She knows her own body well enough after all these years—it’s not the first time she’s carried a child into this world, after all. But it is a matter of cycles, and she had lost track of hers in those first lusty months of their marriage. Weeks matter little at the end of a fourth pregnancy, it would seem, and her time has run out.

			Finn is none too pleased about the development. His solemn, mossy eyes rove her face, her clenched hands, her belly.

			“When did this start?” he demands.

			“My waters broke an hour ago.”

			“That isn’t what I asked.” He looks like a dried apple, all angry and pursed as he stands there in the cabin door.

			“Eight hours,” she says. “It’s only gotten bad within the last two.”

			Finn looks to her belly. “How long do you have?”

			She knows what he sees, that the baby has dropped and what was a high shelf filled with child last night has become a ledge nearer her hips. Grace feels it in every fiber of her being, that this báb will be here before sunset.

			“I’ve four hours left. Maybe. I’ve never gone longer than twelve.”

			“And how old were you then?”

			She glares at him and would make some snide remark about him being old dry shite as well, but the vise tightens on her belly and she groans as the contraction pulses down, down, until the pressure is a ball of fire between her legs.

			“We won’t make it home in time,” she tells him.

			“Sure, Richard is going to kill me for letting this happen,” Finn curses, and she realizes that he’s afraid.

			“He won’t get the chance if we don’t get away from that boat. How close are they now?”

			Grace can’t stand any longer. Hasn’t been able to stand for the last half hour. So she waves her hand toward one of the small cabin windows and watches as Finn goes to look out. She doesn’t like the expression on his face.

			“Looks to be Algerian. Pilfered, no doubt. Not so large as Niamh, but sleek and heavily manned. Two cannon. Six guns. I can see their faces,” he tells her.

			“Then ready the men to be boarded.”

			“You think we’re giving up that easily?”

			“I think,” she says, then clenches her teeth as a new wave of pain crashes over her, “that we’ve little choice in the matter anymore. We’d have outrun them if we could.”

			“I’ll send Gutty in to protect you.”

			“You’ll do no such thing. Our best chances are with the sword.”

			“You are having a fecking baby, Gráinne!”

			She hears the panic in his voice but cannot summon the energy for sympathy. “If you think I don’t fecking know that, then you’re dumber than I thought. Now get your sorry ahhhh!”—she lets out a scream, then growls until she can control her voice again—“arse. Your sorry. Fecking. Arse. Back on deck and defend this ship. Or we’re all dead.”

			Grace doesn’t watch him leave. She doesn’t want to know what expression twists his grim face.

			“Think. Think. Think,” Grace tells herself. “You’ve done this before.”

			But not for many years, she thinks, and I thought I’d never have to again. Richard refused to be instructed in the use of her body. He took her as he wanted and left her blind and stupid with pleasure. A child was inevitable. And now that it has taken root and grown, she finds she does not mind at all. As long as they both survive whatever happens next.

			Grace slides her dagger out of her left boot, then kicks them both off. She rids herself of bodice, belt, and skirt—she’s no longer able to wear her sailing trews with this cumbersome belly. She strips herself of everything but her leine. Ties her hair back in a braid, then waits for a lull in her contractions. It takes every one of those thirty seconds to scoot to the edge of the bed, where she is forced to linger until the next wave ceases before shuffling to the cabin door and dropping the heavy bar latch. It’s little protection but might buy her precious moments. Another contraction, another wave—this one bends her over at the waist and she braces her hands on her knees—then she holds to the portside wall and eases along until she reaches her father’s old blunderbuss. As always, packed and greased and ready in its bracket on the wall. There’s little chance she can wield her blade today.

			Three lumbering steps and she’s back in bed, crawling, scooting, sitting with her back against the wall. Dagger by her left thigh, blunderbuss at her right. Grace knows there will be no getting off this bed again. She hikes her leine above her knees as the hardest contraction yet crashes through her body. She feels it from ribs to hip bones, a relentless squeezing, then spreading, followed by a near-unbearable searing between her legs. Water rushes out, followed by blood.

			A quick exploration with her hand proves that the báb is starting to crown, that its head is covered with soft hair. She cannot tell the color, though, still cannot see anything beyond the mound of her belly.

			There are shouts on deck, followed by the unmistakable roar of cannon fire. Grace ducks her head on instinct but decides it was only a warning shot when there is no sound of ripping wood, no boom of impact.

			She feels the first unmistakable urge to push just as Niamh shudders. They have been rammed broadside. Grace pushes her head against the wall. Closes her eyes. There is a point, right at the back of her skull, where one of the ridged wallboards presses hard against her scalp. It is not pain, not like she feels elsewhere. It is a compass, a North Star. All her focus goes to that one point of pressure as she closes her eyes and listens to the chaos on deck. Grace has boarded countless ships. She can imagine the scene on deck easily enough. The Algerian corsair has come along the starboard side, has hit them near the bow. Grappling hooks now. A heaving to draw the ships together. A wave of corsairs spilling onto Niamh’s deck.

			She grinds her teeth together.

			Grabs the back of her knees and pulls them toward her chest.

			Groans but doesn’t scream.

			She cannot let these invaders know there is a woman on board at all, much less a vulnerable one.

			For years, Grace has led her men. She has spent more nights at sea than on land. They have boarded ships and taken cargo. Taken lives. If they do not know how to defend Niamh by now, they never will. The hardest thing she has ever done as their captain, however, is let them do it on their own.

			She bears down and feels the shift within her body as she holds her breath. A movement. A slide. And real fire now, the kind that tears and burns between her legs. Her fingernails dig into the soft flesh behind her knees. Tomorrow—if she makes it to tomorrow—she will have scratches at best, gouges at worst.

			She pushed for two hours with Young Eóin.

			One hour with Margaret.

			Half that with Merrick.

			Grace thinks she has a quarter of an hour before this báb arrives.

			But, even in this, she is caught off guard.

			She pushes.

			Then she pushes again with all her body, she feels that push even in her little fingers and earlobes. Then there is a whoosh followed by blood and water and a small head with hair as fine as tufted wool emerges from the cleft between her legs.

			How is she supposed to do this, there is still belly in the way, little ability to bend over any farther. Her long arms can barely reach around her own bulk, but then she is pushing again, utterly against her will, and there is one shoulder, then another.

			She hears screaming. It comes from outside her, beyond the squinty red-faced báb covered in waxy vernix. It comes from on deck.

			Men are dying.

			Screaming and cursing.

			The clang and rattle of cutlass, dagger, and sword. She had not heard the fighting begin with all the ringing in her own ears. But now it is plain enough. Small pistol fire. A single shot here and there, with no time to reload. Maybe six in total. She can’t tell. They all sound like the pounding of blood through her head. A few seconds more and it’s only metal on metal. Fists. Howls. Words thrown about in a language she doesn’t know. Sometimes guttural, sometimes a warbling howl.

			Grace grabs the baby by its shoulders and pulls it from her body.

			A boy.

			And a Bourke at that, large and proud and showing himself off already.

			Squalling. Crying. Breathing, thank God.

			Grace pulls the slippery, bloody body against her chest. Pants. Curls in on herself once more as the remaining residue of birth is expelled from her body on a final contraction.

			“Hello, Tibbot,” she tells him in a whisper. “ ’Tis scary just now. Give me a moment.”

			The fighting on deck has shifted closer to her cabin door. Someone is thrown up against it. She hears the long screech of one blade sliding against another. The fleshy thump of a fist hitting a face. A cracking—either of wood or bone, she can’t tell.

			Grace lays the baby on the bed between her legs. She lifts her dagger and, with a trembling hand, cuts a strip of linen from the end of her leine. Ties it as close and as tight to the baby’s navel as she can. Then she saws through the wiry cord with two quick slices of her blade.

			Richard’s blade.

			Tibbot is crying now, gulping air into his lungs for a bellowing scream. But she cannot put him to the breast. This is no time for tenderness or nurturing.

			His lungs sound clear enough. Nothing caught or wet, and though her instincts scream at her, though her body resists, Grace scoots away from him.

			Another heavy thump at the door. Then a pounding.

			“Gráinne! We need you!”

			It’s Gutty. He doesn’t know the turn her body has taken today. None of them knew until Finn found her a short while ago. The crew thinks only that she has taken the day to rest after her shift at the helm last night.

			She can hear more of her men’s voices now. They are overwhelmed.

			The thing that she has always hated most about giving birth is the violent betrayal of her body afterward. The shaking. The jaw-rattling tremors that move through her from head to foot after the shock of expelling a human into the world. She can hardly get to the edge of her bed. But when she does, a steady stream of blood runs down her leg.

			“I am so sorry, Tibbot,” she whispers, then bends over to kiss his angry face. “I will be right back.”

			He hears her voice and quiets. His eyes open, search for her. Already they are a startling hawklike blue.

			Grace feels loose and undone. Like her torso is in the cabin but her legs are far away on deck. Her muscles molten. Uncooperative. But still, she forces herself up and onto her feet. She forces herself away from her son.

			So different from her other births, when she lay abed for hours afterward, tended by servants.

			Grace takes the dagger in her left hand and the blunderbuss in her right. Two steps get her to the wall, where she leans her shoulder against the rough wood to support her own weight.

			She drags herself to the door.

			Lifts the latch.

			Pulls the cabin door open.

			There are spots before her eyes, but not enough to hide the bloody bedlam on deck.

			Gutty and the Murray twins move like lethal ghosts across the ship, fighting, stabbing, swinging. Ultan has abandoned the cabin deck to fight. No point trying to steer the ship when it’s lashed to the strange Algerian galley. The ship is long and pointy, like a Turkish blade.

			There are bodies everywhere.

			Her men fight and claw and slash against the corsairs. They are olive-skinned and bearded. Turbaned. Sashed. A strange kind of half shoe that curls up at the toes. Tunics that only reach their knees. Wicked curved blades. Their captain is older than Grace, and his beard falls in a point to the center of his chest. But it has gone gray at the corners of his mouth, with two long streaks of silver that resemble tusks. He is flanked by officers of his own, all of them fighting back-to-back in a huddle.

			She wobbles.

			Blinks the spots out of her eyes.

			The dagger is heavy, the blunderbuss more so. But still, she raises them to shoulder height.

			“This is my fecking ship!” Grace screams, and it is as though she has thrown a cat into a henhouse. The men startle, then freeze.

			The Algerian captain sees her standing in the door at the same time as everyone else. And what a fright she must be. A bloody woman in a sheer leine, holding two weapons and screaming at the top of her lungs. She can feel that her hair has come loose from her braid, thrown into the wind, blowing wild around her face.

			She can see the disbelief, the disdain, in the other captain’s face. He sees only a woman, and a wounded, near-naked one at that. He opens his mouth to laugh.

			Grace pulls the trigger.

			A roar fills the air and her arm jerks skyward so hard that the blunderbuss slams into the wall behind her. A deep painful shudder rattles down her arm. All she knows before she opens her eyes is that her fingers are numb and her ears feel as if they are filled with water.

			No small pistol, this. No small single shot. The short flared barrel is loaded with nearly twenty lead fragments, each of them almost half an inch in diameter. She is only eight feet from him, so close that his head disintegrates in a plume of gore. Face, skull, brain—all of it gone. It is deeply unpleasant, startling to watch. Violent. Disgusting, even. But Grace is so damn tired that she cannot be bothered to react as his body drops to the deck with a wet thump. The officers he’s been huddled with are all hit to varying degrees. Eyes. Chins. Hands they’ve thrown up to block the blast.

			That captain’s men scatter. And her men seize the opportunity. They go on the offensive. Cut and slash, kick and punch. Tackle. In a wave, they drive the corsairs back toward the starboard gunwale.

			Grace hears her baby crying in the cabin.

			What a horrible thing to be shoved into such a bright, cold, loud world, then to be left naked on a bed, abandoned, instead of put to a soft warm breast. This new child of hers is only moments old, but Grace has already failed him.

			Her head swims.

			Her arms are heavy.

			She leans back against the doorframe and finds that her head has never weighed so much.

			“Can these feckers not handle a single battle without me?” she asks no one in particular.

			“Gráinne?” Gutty’s hand, warm on her shoulder. “You’re not well.”

			Well, no fecking wonder, I’ve just had my body torn in half, she thinks.

			“Kill as many as you can,” she tells him. “Throw the survivors overboard. Then take the…” She cannot read the name of the galley lashed to Niamh. “Take the…”

			“Sahara,” he tells her.

			“That is a stupid name for a ship,” Grace says. Shakes her head because it suddenly feels heavy. “I will call her the Róisín Dubh. She comes with ussshhh…”

			Grace hears that last word slurring. It sounds wrong and it feels wrong. There is a heavy thump and metallic clang as her weapons drop to the deck.

			“Gráinne!”

			Oh. Gutty sounds young again, like a child, like he did in Moycullen the first time he ever saw a man die. The way he calls her name makes her want to reach for him, like he is her own son.

			Wobbling.

			Her knees are wobbling.

			And then she’s falling. Sliding, really, down the door.

			The last thing that Grace feels, before everything goes dark, is Gutty’s arms around her, the heave of his body, his grunt, as he lifts her off her useless feet.
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			Gutty helps Finn carry Gráinne into the cabin. They see the naked, bloody, squalling child at the same time. It is thrashing on the bed, warbling its fury at having been left alone in this awful place.

			“Feck, feck, feck,” Gutty tells him. “What do we do?”

			“Put her on the bed. Check her pulse. Then get”—he leans over the baby to see what it is—“him to her breast.”

			For all her fury and height, Gráinne is not heavy. It’s very little trouble to get her into the bed, to lay her on her side. Finn puts a hand to her throat and notes the steady thrum of her pulse.

			“I think she’s just exhausted,” he says. “I hope so, at least.”

			Gutty lifts the babe and turns in a circle, searching for something. Finally he takes the corner of the blanket and begins wiping the tiny thing’s face. This only enrages the baby. They look at each other, knowing what needs to be done but both terrified to do it.

			Finn grinds his teeth together, then reaches with trembling hands to untie Gráinne’s leine. He pushes it off her shoulder, exposing her full left breast.

			“She’ll fucking kill us,” Gutty mutters.

			“Only if we let the báb die,” Finn tells him, then motions him closer.

			“I’ll hold him,” Gutty says, his eyes bouncing around the room, desperately unwilling to settle on Gráinne’s bare breast.

			Together they maneuver the baby closer, but he gasps and slurps and cannot latch on for all his screaming.

			“If she comes at me with that dagger,” Finn says, “I expect you to defend me.”

			Finn cradles the baby’s head in one hand, pulling it closer to Gráinne’s breast, then uses the other to guide her nipple into its mouth. Finally the tiny boy clamps on and he and Gutty freeze, terrified to break the contact.

			“What do we do now?” Gutty asks.

			“We do this until we get back to Rockfleet.”
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			When he thinks back on it, Richard is certain that he was in love with Gráinne soon after they met. Within days, no doubt. Possibly hours. If pressed, he might pinpoint the exact moment to her second day at Rockfleet, when she met him in the cellar. But even though he has experienced it himself—this tumbling head over heels—he’s never witnessed it happen to someone else. Not until now.

			His nephew—Walter’s only son—stands in the muddy village green of Ballinrobe staring at Gráinne’s daughter. And Margaret, for her part, is every bit as speechless. Though maybe not for the reason his nephew might hope. The girl is wide-eyed, utterly gobsmacked, because his nephew is covered, near head to toe, in blood and holding a scythe that drips more down his arm.

			Richard came to Castle Bourke on Lough Carra to check on Margaret. Ostensibly he is here on clan business on behalf of his father, The MacWilliam. But, really, he is keeping a promise to his wife. Gráinne worries that Margaret is unhappy in her fosterage. She has received so few letters these last two years. So Richard promised to check on her. He likes his kind, laughing stepdaughter, is happy to do this task for Gráinne.

			He escorted Margaret and Castle Bourke’s Bean an Tí to the village. A typical visit. Greet the tenants. Hold the babies. Listen to complaints. Remind them that their chieftain knows them and cares. The problem is, his nephew is covered in blood. And now he’s seen Margaret.

			The girl looks so like Gráinne at that age that sometimes it startles him. The only real difference is her hair. The same startling red as her mother’s, but Margaret’s is straight as a stick and shiny as a mirror. It looks like streams of copper ribbon. And he’d slap the stupefied look off his nephew’s face if there weren’t more important matters at hand.

			Richard moves through the muddy slop to his nephew. “What’s happened?” he asks, voice low and commanding.

			The boy blinks a few times. “Ah, hello, Uncle,” he says, but continues staring at Margaret.

			He nods at the scythe. “What have you done with that devil’s hook?”

			“The English came at me first, was I supposed to let them kill me?”

			“How many?”

			“Three,” the boy answers.

			“You kilt three men? By yourself?”

			His nephew seems offended. “They were small feckers. Slow and stupid, with mouths full of bad teeth. And they swung first. Scythes are longer than swords. I had the advantage.”

			“Where are they now? The bodies.”

			His points to the south. “The barley field. They tried to burn it. So I stopped them.”

			“Harvest is months over. What the feck were you doing out there with a scythe?”

			It would seem the boy hadn’t thought he’d need to give an explanation. He clamps his lips shut. Scowls. Whatever he’d been up to, he doesn’t want Richard to know.

			“Come with me,” he says.

			“Where?”

			“Back to Castle Bourke. You’ve made a mess and I need to get the Bean an Tí and Margaret out of it.”

			“So that’s her name?” He smiles.

			“Jesus wept,” Richard mutters. “Her name, and the rest of her, is none of your fecking business. Now wipe that blood off your hands and act like a gentleman, or I’ll finish the job the English couldn’t.”

			An hour later, Richard has brought them all back to the castle. He’s taken his nephew directly to the chieftain and made sure the ladies are safe in the privy chamber. He’s on his way back to the Great Hall when one of the serving girls runs into him headfirst. She stumbles and apologizes and trips all over her words.

			“There’s a man!” she practically screams. “Here to see you! He has news about your wife.”

			“Where?”

			“In the courtyard.”

			Richard is running then, down, down, because he could feel it the moment those words were out of her mouth. Something is wrong.

			Richard finds one of Gráinne’s twins pacing a rut in the muddy courtyard. His horse is breathing like he’s been ridden by Manannán himself. And Finn—he thinks it’s Finn, at least; he can never bleeding tell—is covered in blood and bruises, one eye swollen shut, and two fingers on his left hand bent at an unnatural angle.

			“You must come quickly,” he says. “Gráinne has delivered the báb.”
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			Grace wakes in her own bed. She’s lying on her side, Tibbot in the crook of her arm. He has fallen asleep, lips open, milk dribbling from the corner of his mouth. He’s big. At least eight pounds, she thinks. And his hair a soft butter yellow. Long enough already to curl at the tips. He’s been bathed and clouted, and he’s scrunched into a ball at her breast, as though still in the womb. One dimpled, chubby fist is propped beneath his chin like he’s deep in thought. This first real glimpse at her son makes her laugh.

			“Where did you get that hair?” she asks, her voice a dry croak, then is startled by a gasp from the corner of the room.

			One of the serving girls leaps from her spot beside the fire. “You’re awake!” she exclaims, then stumbles into a rambling explanation about how Grace has been home since sunrise and how the girls have bathed her and the báb and what’s his name and is she hungry and he seems to nurse just fine even if they have to hold his little head to her breast. On and on the girl goes, and Grace feels as if she must squint in order to hear her.

			“Where is Richard?” Grace asks.

			“On his way. Finn went for him the moment your ship was back.”

			She doesn’t remember much after shooting the Algerian captain. A fitful sleep on the ship. Waking occasionally to reach for Tibbot. Flashes of Finn and Gutty. She has a clear memory of opening her eyes and seeing the baby at her breast, but she has no idea how he got there.

			“Finn carried you in,” the girl tells her. “Gutty had the báb.” She blushes. “He’s a fine thing, that Gutty.”

			It’s nearing sunset, she can tell by how the light slants through the window. Her stomach is growling. The serving girl hears it and jumps to her feet, says she’ll be back shortly with food.

			Grace is weak and achy, and she can feel a strange hollowness in her core, as though she has been scooped out. But her mind is clear. She sits up and leans against the headboard, then draws her knees up carefully so that she can prop Tibbot against her legs. His small head lolls to the side. This, too, makes her laugh. All fingers and toes accounted for. Ears and button nose and little rosebud lips. He is already beautiful.

			Grace draws him against her chest, tucks his soft head into the crook of her neck, and he assumes that position so common to babies: he tucks his knees in tight and curls himself into a ball so that his tiny rear sticks out. It fits entirely in the palm of her hand.

			Her heart feels full, her breasts fuller. The only thing missing is Richard. That’s what she’s thinking when the bedchamber door is pushed back. She looks up, expecting to find her husband.

			But sees his mother instead.

			Finola Bourke walks into the room like it still belongs to her. But The MacWilliam passed Rockfleet to Richard when he came of age. Now Finola looks around the room with a sniff of disappointment.

			“Some welcome,” she tells Grace, then throws back the curtain on the canopied bed. “Get up.”

			It has been years since she’s spoken a word to Finola Bourke. But the two she finds now are easy enough. “Get out.”

			“You don’t give me orders, girl,” the older woman snaps.

			A moment later, a second set of hurried footsteps rushes into the room. The serving girl again. She’s blushing and apologizing at the interruption, trying to explain that Finola wouldn’t wait downstairs. But she’s carrying a tray of milk and toast, and Grace waves her over. Pats the bed so that she sets it on the blankets beside her.

			“I do give orders in this castle,” Grace says. “Seeing as how I live here and you do not.”

			“And why would I?” Finola demands. “The whole place is flooded with muck savages.”

			“I take it you mean my men?”

			“Clever girl, moving your followers in the moment you married my son.”

			Grace sighs. Reaches for the wool blanket beside her and tugs it over her shoulders. Both to cover her bare breasts and to keep Tibbot out of sight a bit longer.

			“What do you want?” Grace asks.

			“The dignity of knowing I’m a granny again.”

			“Oh, you’ll be long dead before this one learns to speak. No need to get attached.”

			“I lived long enough to see you marry my son. Not that I was invited to the wedding.”

			Grace is about to inform Finola that there was no wedding, only a contract signed in the next room, but stops herself at the last second. She owes this woman no explanation.

			Finola wanders around the bedchamber, poking and prodding at things. Picking them up, turning them over. She pulls Grace’s compass from its place on the mantel. Sniffs it, then scrunches her nose.

			“Put that back.”

			“Is that dried blood on the lid?”

			“Yes.”

			Finola drops it to the mantel and wipes her hands on her skirt, then continues her path around the room. Every once in a while she looks to the bed, a hungry expression in her eyes, as if she’d like to grab Tibbot and run.

			It pains Grace to know that this child will not have a real granny. The news came—three months after wedding Richard—that Maeve passed in her sleep. She’d eaten dinner and gone to bed early, hale and hearty. Then never woke up. Though she cannot be certain, Grace thinks that Maeve waited long enough to know that she was happy and secure, that she had finally found love. Grace wept her way through the funeral, then puked for an hour afterward. That was how she’d discovered she was pregnant with Tibbot.

			Grace sips her milk. Butters a thick slice of bread. She offers nothing to this unwelcome guest. But since she’s forced to endure the company, there are things she’s curious about.

			“Why did you have your brother kill Walter Bourke?” Grace asks.

			Finola is nearing sixty, but still has all her teeth. A vain woman who takes extraordinary care of herself. She flashes them at Grace now. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Of course you do. You were the one who wrote it down,” she says. “I read your letter. And I was there, in Moycullen, when it happened. Does The MacWilliam know that you had his eldest son killed? Or have you kept that detail from your husband?”

			Finola blinks at her. Two slow shutters as the realization settles. “That is why you didn’t send word of your marriage. Or the coming child? You’ve kept a grudge because of some old imagined rivalry?”

			“Oh, my grudges are quite legitimate,” Grace tells her. “And they began right here, over twenty years ago, when you conspired to have me married off to Donal O’Flaherty instead of your son. I want to know why.”

			Finola shrugs. “My brother was…resistant to the idea of killing Walter. It took a bit of convincing. And you, dear, were the price.” She shrugs. “Donal agreed on the condition that you were to marry him instead of Walter. Those were your choices after all, or have you forgotten?”

			“Oh, I have forgotten nothing. Nor have I forgiven. Did I not factor into this at all? What I wanted?” Grace demands, her voice near a shout. She flinches when Tibbot lets out a small cry and wriggles against her chest. Her next question is whispered. “What Richard wanted?”

			“Don’t be stupid,” Finola snaps. “Any slag could provide Richard an heir—as he has proven well enough with Edmund’s mother. Your happiness was not my concern. Nor was his. I only cared that Richard become The MacWilliam. That would have never happened with Walter alive. You both have me to thank that it is now inevitable.”

			Grace sits very still, one hand resting at the top of her deflated belly. “Your brother was only concerned about winning. Not being any kind of husband. I paid the price for that.”

			Finola’s hair has gone mostly silver now, the black long bleached out by time and bitterness. “You should thank me, girl. I provided the opportunity that you clearly made the most of. Now here you are, matron of three powerful clans. Though I regret that I underestimated your ability. Had I known what you were capable of back then, I would have brought you to heel and kept you closer so I could have been a stronger influence. Together we might have known true power.”

			Finola sighs, and one would think she has missed her chance at being the Queen of England.

			The serving girl returns carrying a second tray heavily loaded with milk and toast for Finola. Apologizes and bobs and curtsies and she’s rushing off again, relief evident in her eyes.

			Finola pours herself a glass. Butters a piece of toast and eats the entire thing as Grace watches. Once she’s washed it all down with two sips of milk, she says, “I’ve been told it’s a boy. He’ll be named David, after my husband.”

			“His name is Tibbot,” Grace snaps.

			Finola dismisses this with a wave of her wrist. “Richard will of course train David to be tánaiste instead of Edmund. You have better lineage than that village girl.”

			“Get. Out,” Grace says. If only she could stand and knock that cup from Finola’s hand, she would make it fly into the hearth and shatter.

			Finola only smiles when she notices Grace’s fierce concentration on the little cup. She sets it on the tray. Stands. “We will have to work on those manners. But yes, I was quite wrong about you. I think you’ll do nicely.”

			“I will do nothing. Not for you.”

			Grace hadn’t noticed the cane when Finola came in, nor how heavily she leans on it. But she sees it now as Richard’s mother hobbles to the door. “You still don’t understand? Stupid girl. What you want no longer matters. You have married The MacWilliam tánaiste. You are the Bean an Tí of Rockfleet Castle. The mother of his heir. You no longer have any say in this. You belong to the Bourkes now. And you will advance our agenda.”
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			There are two ships docked at Rockfleet when Richard arrives. Niamh. And some foreign galley. Dark and slender. The boat is shaped like a scimitar, all strange lines and pointy ends. It is beautiful and terrifying. He cannot read the name emblazoned on the side. Or what’s left of it. Already, Gráinne’s crew is sanding away the name.

			So. His wife has added to the fleet.

			Richard looks to Finn for answers, but the exhausted toad of a man is already leading both horses toward the byre. He has no idea how long the man has been awake, but he’s barely capable of speech. No doubt Finn will lie where he falls.

			When Richard goes to pull the castle door open, he finds it shut tight. Three more unsuccessful yanks prove the door has been locked from the inside.

			“What?” Richard asks, then pounds his fist on the heavy wooden planks.

			There is no answer from within. No response.

			“Let me in!”

			Nothing.

			A deep drumbeat of fear begins to pound in his chest. He’s a wife in there, and a new baby. Neither of whom he’s seen.

			“Gráinne!”

			At first he thinks it’s the wind, but then he recognizes her voice. Yet it isn’t coming from the other side of the door. It’s coming from above.

			Richard takes three steps backward and looks up. Gráinne is standing at the ramparts, a thick blanket draped around her shoulders. Her hair is down and heavy across her chest. He can see nothing of her form, but her face looks stricken. Skin paler than usual. Deep, dark circles beneath her eyes.

			“What are you doing up there?” he asks.

			“I slept through Winter Solstice,” she calls down, and her voice catches on the wind. It sounds like an echo of the woman he knows.

			“I know, mo ghrá. I was at Castle Bourke. I…” He understands what she’s saying. Winter Solstice.

			“Your mother came to see me. She was quite insistent about what would be required of me as your wife.”

			That drumming of his heart grows louder, a crashing wave in his ears.

			Gráinne continues. He can hear the tremble in her voice. “Today is three hundred and sixty-six days since we wed.”

			“No. Ignore my mother. Don’t do this. Let me in, I—”

			“We had a trial marriage,” she reminds him.

			“And we have a child as well! A son. Tibbot, they tell me. Let me see him, Gráinne. Please.”

			“You may see him all you like,” his wife says. “I would never keep him from you.”

			He stands there watching her, this flaming meteor in the sky. He listens as her words fall on him like pelting hail.

			“Richard Bourke, I divorce you.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1593

				“Tibbot”
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			Grace is sixty-three years old

			
			It is the first of May, a stunningly clear morning that finds Grace on a rise above the castle, cutting sprigs of honey-scented hawthorn blooms from the hedgerow. She loves these small white flowers, loves that they bloom only after the bush has put on its foliage, like a woman dabbing perfume after donning her gown. She loves the long rambling pasture hedges that look like jade silk, the way they shimmer and curve. She is reaching for another sprig when a clamor arises behind her. Shouts and whistles. Grace turns back toward Rockfleet and sees the unthinkable: English warships have entered Clew Bay.

			Grace pays no mind to her shears or basket. She drops them both—blooms spilling across the ground—then picks up her skirt and runs. She curses the ravages of age, the stiffness in her knees that prevents her from hitting full stride. Grace has lived far longer than either of her parents, than many people she has known. But still she hates the indignity of being stuck in a body that will no longer follow the commands of her mind.

			There are twelve ships. Two galleons and three carracks—those are evident enough with their hulking size, undeniable threats filling the horizon. But the rest are smaller. Galleys and pinnaces, smaller supply ships. They’ve all passed Clare and slid toward the Inish islands. She can see four of the smaller, more nimble galleys peel off the fleet and tack hard toward Rockfleet Bay, using both oars and sail. They look like sleek dark arrows on the water’s surface.

			Grace has heard nothing from Merrick in the three years since she left him tied to the post at Bunowen, but the damage was already done. Her absence that day gave Bingham the opportunity he needed. And while Rockfleet was still standing when she returned, most of her followers had fled, their livestock taken, and her enemy gained a foothold in her own territory. Now he has blocked her only path of retreat as well. For the first time in living memory, the English can move through the treacherous landscape of her western coastlands. They can pursue her at sea.

			As usual, Niamh is kept close to Rockfleet, docked right at her front steps, a chick tucked beneath Grace’s wing. She is guarded, impossible to attack without bringing the English ships in range of her own defenses. So it is only Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh left at anchor in the bay. Unprotected. Visible. She watches as the English galleys drop their skiffs into the water, as those little boats strike hard for her ships.

			“No.”

			She is breathless, her chest heaving, her joints screaming, when she arrives at the tower house. Even if she could reach Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh in time, she is outnumbered. Fifty Englishmen swarm across her ships, like ants in a nest of newly hatched robins. Spreading. Spoiling. She can see their small dark bodies climbing the masts, cutting the sails.

			“They’re pouring tar,” Gutty tells her, his gaze on Caoimhe. He shakes his head in dismay. “They’re going to burn the ships.”

			No sooner have the words left his mouth than Caoimhe’s sails bloom bright with flame. The Róisín Dubh’s go up moments later. Gutty could not sound more pained had she put her boot to his groin. He doubles over, hands on his knees, cursing. And there is nothing she can do to stop the carnage. Her servants and soldiers rush from castle and byre, watching black smoke coil into the sky. They watch the decks ignite. They watch the English sailors dive from her boats and return to their skiffs. Row away.

			“This is Bingham’s doing,” she tells him.

			“Has he not crushed us enough?” Gutty asks.

			It has taken almost three years, but Bingham’s conquest of Mayo is near complete. Most chieftains have been lured by the promise of peace, by the English queen’s tactic of surrender and regrant. The cost of that peace, however, is one Grace is not willing to pay. She will not swear her fealty to Elizabeth, nor surrender her territory. The Queen’s promise is that her lands will be returned to her on the condition that Grace rule by English law and accept oversight from the Queen’s sheriffs. But Grace has seen what English sheriffs do. And this new world Elizabeth proposes is unacceptable to her. No more elected chieftains. No more power through strength. Only bloodlines matter. Titles given by the throne, not earned by might. All of it forcing Irish chieftains into immediate debt to the English queen. In all of Connaught, only Grace, Tibbot, and Edmund Bourke have resisted. And only because Clew Bay allows them a ready avenue of escape. Until now.

			Once Caoimhe and the Róisín Dubh are reduced to smoke and flame, most of the larger English ships adjust their sails and move throughout the bay. The largest head for Westport, the smaller toward Achill. They are spreading a net that only a clever fish could wriggle through.

			Grace reaches out and grabs Gutty’s forearm. She holds on to him so tightly her knuckles turn white, her nails dig into his skin. He hisses in pain, but she does not release him.

			“You must ride for Burrishoole,” she says.

			“Hook?” he asks.

			Grace nods, but her eyes never leave the burning ships. “Bingham will come for Margaret. Hook must get her to safety.”
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			Donal O’Malley is waiting in the Great Hall at Westport Castle when Sir Richard Bingham walks in. The Governor of Connaught sent word in advance that he required this meeting. It was enough time for Donal to prepare, to move cargo, livestock, and grandchildren away from the tower house. Should this meeting be a ruse, Bingham’s men will find little of value to raid.

			There are eight guards with the governor, each heavily armed, but currently at ease. They file into the Great Hall behind him and spread out like a fan. Bingham, for his part, looks like he’s dressed for a day of foxhunting. Breeches and jerkin, boots and gloves. His cloak is a thick green velvet, his cap fitted with a gray egret feather. He carries no weapon. He utters no threat, even as he takes a long perusal of the hall.

			Nora slides her hand beneath the table and squeezes Donal’s knee in question.

			What does he want? she asks with her eyes.

			Donal’s fingers twine with hers, he answers with a light shrug.

			“Bingham,” Donal says, but doesn’t rise to greet this unwelcome guest.

			“They call you The O’Malley,” Bingham says, in Irish, as he paces before the great stone fireplace. He has learned their language out of necessity, though it’s clear he has no affinity for the rolling, lilted words. Bingham rubs at a streak of soot on the old gray stones, then grimaces at the sight. “But that isn’t really accurate, is it? You are chieftain in name only. Your bloody sister is the one who leads your clan.”

			He can feel the tremble of Nora’s hand, the way her pinky finger taps his in fear.

			Donal doesn’t answer, so Bingham continues.

			“I have always wondered how she usurped you, the firstborn son. The rightful heir. The very definition of primogeniture.” Bingham pauses. Sneers. “That word means—”

			“I speak Latin. I know what it means.”

			“Well. You are a poor example of the word. I am disappointed. In no small part because—as The O’Malley—you have not accepted Her Majesty’s offer of submission and regrant.” Bingham folds his hands casually behind his back. “That leaves only you and two others as the holdouts in Connaught. Your nephew, Tibbot Bourke. And his half brother, Edmund.”

			“Is that why you’re here?”

			“Now is as good a time as any for you to bend the knee.”

			“That isn’t going to happen,” Donal says.

			“And why not?” Bingham leans forward, his gaze back on that streak of soot. He takes a thumbnail and scratches it carefully to no avail, so he turns to the soldier nearest him and—without asking—draws the dagger from a scabbard at the man’s thigh. Bingham picks at the soot with the point of the blade. “Has little sister forbidden you to surrender? The same as she’s done with her sons?”

			“O’Malleys do not recognize your English queen. Nor do Bourkes.”

			Bingham nods slowly, pondering this objection. “I think, perhaps, I have not given you reason enough to do so.”

			“There are no reasons you could give.”

			Bingham clucks his tongue, like some teacher scolding a delinquent student. “I wonder if threats would do instead?”

			It is an effort not to glance at Nora, to have her leave the room and bar herself in the privy chamber. Or better yet, find a horse and flee. He had taken such care to get their daughters and grandchildren away. He should have done the same with his wife.

			“What threats?” Donal asks.

			“Arrest. Surrender or arrest, really. I am giving you a choice. Never say I’m not a generous man.”

			“You would arrest me in my own home?” Donal laughs. “For what?”

			“Oh, I have considered many charges,” Bingham says. “But murder seems the easiest to prove.”

			Donal laughs at the absurdity. “I have murdered no one.”

			“You have, in fact. Every man in this room has witnessed it.”

			He can feel it, the shift in the air, a discomfort that settles over him like a freezing mist. Gooseflesh rises across the back of his neck. Donal stands slowly, crosses his arms over his chest. He catches Nora’s gaze and nods subtly toward the door, instructing her to leave. She shakes her head no.

			“What are you talking about?” Donal asks.

			“Let me think.” Bingham taps his chin with one pale, slender finger. He turns to the soldier who has been relieved of his blade. “You’ll do nicely.”

			Then, faster than Donal can understand, Bingham takes the dagger and drives it into his own soldier’s chest. Hilt deep. Through the heart. Blood spreads hard and fast across his shirt, blooming like a poppy, a terrifying red. The soldier looks at Bingham with confusion. Then he blinks hard and grabs at the knife with fluttering hands. Donal can see the blood leaching out in time to the slowing beats of his heart.

			Nora stifles a cry and scrambles backward so quickly that her chair falls over.

			Bingham’s men shout and draw back as their fellow drops to his knees, panting hard.

			“It is such a shame,” Bingham says, his voice ringing loud in Donal’s ears, “that you would kill one of Her Majesty’s servants before my very eyes. Before so many witnesses.” He pulls the sword from his soldier’s hand and throws it to the floor with a clatter. “And him unarmed, at that. It is an egregious sin.”

			“You dirty shite,” Donal growls. “You fecking bastard.”

			Bingham turns to his men. “You all saw this man kill your friend.”

			A statement, not a question.

			There is a pause.

			Uncertainty.

			The other soldiers look at one another with dismay and disgust. Then those glances slide over Bingham as they weigh their options. One by one they nod.

			“Aye, sir,” one says, then the rest follow suit.

			“Then arrest Donal O’Malley for murder,” Bingham orders.

			Donal looks to Nora. He drinks in her face. He memorizes the sight of her. Then orders, “Go.”

			“I will not.”

			“Go!”

			“I do not run,” she tells him.

			“Please?”

			“Who else is there to witness this but me?” Nora whispers. She reaches out a hand to set her palm against his face, but Donal is jerked away from her by two of Bingham’s soldiers before he can receive her touch.

			He is almost seventy, not as strong as he once was. His resistance is futile, and when he hits the stone floor, he feels his nose crack, feels the warm pool of blood dribbling over his lips.

			Bingham kneels beside him and whispers, “I did promise her once that I would hang every one of you.”
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			Sir Richard Bingham marches on Rockfleet Castle at dusk. There are one hundred men at his back and two English carracks in the bay. Years, it has taken years to hem O’Malley in, to clip her wings and shrink her world. He cannot count the number of letters he has sent to the Privy Council begging for a fleet of his own, arguing that, without one, they could never truly crush O’Malley’s influence. And here she is, the redheaded banshee standing in her doorway as though she is queen of this foul fiefdom.

			“I do not grant you permission to march through these lands,” she says when she comes out to the rocky shoreline to meet him.

			Tibbot is at her side, all flashing eyes and young bravado. Bingham watches the young man flex his fingers, grind his teeth, barely constraining his rage. O’Malley has remade herself unnervingly well in this one. The boy is indeed his mother’s son.

			“Where is it?” he asks.

			“As I cannot read your mind, you will have to be more precise,” Grace says.

			He points to the empty dock alongside Rockfleet Castle, the place where she keeps her prized possession. “Niamh.”

			“I couldn’t say—” She waves a hand toward the bay. “Perhaps you should have your fat, slow carracks go looking for her. They seem bored out there, squatting in shallow water.”

			“You’ve hidden her.”

			Grace shrugs.

			Bingham continues, “I will find it. Sooner or later. And when I do, it will be confiscated and put to better use in Her Majesty’s navy. As a matter of fact, I will personally ensure that she be assigned to guard these waters.”

			“Then, by all means, don’t let me stop you. Feel free to be on your way.”

			“You misunderstand me, Grace. I am here for more than that rotten ship of yours. This castle, and the lands surrounding it, are now mine,” Bingham says.

			Her hands tremble and she spits two desperate words at him. “You cannot.”

			“It is already done. Who is left to stop me, Grace? Now let’s finish this business.”

			He points at Tibbot and flicks his wrist. A dozen soldiers move forward, drawing their swords. “Arrest him.”

			Grace tries to step in front of her son, but the young man bars her with an arm. Interesting. Her other whelp seemed happy enough to let her fight his battles.

			Bingham ignores her. “Tibbot Bourke, you are under arrest for treason.”

			“I have done nothing,” the young man argues. He takes a step backward, both arms outstretched to protect his mother as the guards move toward him.

			“You have plotted with the northern clans to make war against Her Majesty. There is a man in my custody who has sworn to it. His testimony is more than enough to sustain these charges and bring you to trial.”

			Tibbot’s sword is little good against twelve men and he wisely does not draw it, nor the dagger at his side. The boy is smart enough to weigh his odds, to hold his hands up—if not in surrender, at least in caution. He is not so rash as his mother.

			“And I suppose this man offered such testimony willingly?” Grace says through gritted teeth. “What did you promise him? My lands?”

			Bingham urges his steed down the rocky slope toward Grace. He bends low in the saddle. Grins. “Oh, he was quite resistant,” he whispers. “Half the skin was flayed from his back before he implicated your son.”

			“You will never get away with this,” Grace says.

			Bingham takes the butt of his riding crop and shoves it against her chest. He watches with delight as she stumbles backward a step.

			“I have already gotten away with it. Your son will join your brother at Athlone Castle.” He grins at the stricken look on her face. “Oh, have you not heard of his arrest? I oversaw it myself, just this morning. Your brother is already in a gaoler’s wagon headed east. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure they rot in the same cell. Then I will see them hanged. And I will make you watch. I did promise you, Grace.”

			She looks gaunt and frightened, every one of her years stretched into the lines around her eyes. She watches her son be bound, her eyes welling, her hands flexing at her side.

			“ ’Tis okay, Mam,” Tibbot tells her, his voice low and steady. “He can’t kill me without a trial.”

			Let the boy think that. Grace knows the truth. Bingham has already killed one of her sons, no trial necessary. If he didn’t relish her fear so much, he might order his guards to run the boy through with their swords right in front of her.

			They pull Tibbot away before Grace can get her arms around him. Bingham will allow her no farewell today. They lead him toward the gaoler’s wagon and Bingham can see the shift in her eyes, the assessment as she scans the hills looking for reinforcement. But there is none to be had. He has seen to that. He has picked and winnowed and scattered her followers—she has perhaps twenty soldiers left, plus the four men she keeps closest.

			“Where are they?” Bingham asks. “Those mutts who follow after you, licking at your dirty boots.”

			“That is none of your concern.”

			“You have made it my concern with your stubbornness and your treason and these rebellions you are so fond of igniting.” Richard Bingham has seen this woman angry and spiteful and vindictive. But he has never seen her scared. It delights him.

			“Did you really think you could win?” he asks.

			Her dress is soft and simple, her hair falling in waves to her waist. There is grief in her eyes but determination in the lines around her mouth as she says, “You make the mistake of thinking I have lost.”

			“What have you left?” He points at the tower house. “I have taken that pile of rocks.”
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			Niamh, I have Niamh, Grace thinks, and that is enough for now.

			It takes everything within her not to run to Tibbot. Or to order Murray—crouched low on the rise above them—to fire at Bingham. She has so few men left, and she will need every one of them for what comes next.

			She watches Bingham’s men shove her beautiful son into the back of a dingy gaoler’s wagon. She listens to the metallic scrape of the key turning its lock. She looks not at Bingham, but at Tibbot, trying to make him understand that she will find a way out of this. His fingers wrap around the closely spaced iron bars. He peers out at her, and she sees that he is willing her to find courage. He looks so like his father in this moment that her chest aches.

			Her mind is a whirling, frantic explosion of schemes, her heart thumping heavily beneath her ribs.

			Young Eóin is dead.

			Margaret has been warned.

			Merrick is lost to her forever.

			Donal is in chains.

			And now Tibbot, plucked from her side.

			Rage, hot and holy, builds in her chest and grows with each breath, heavy and burning. She will kill Bingham. She will do it with her bare hands.

			Bingham turns away from her without another glance, urging his horse back up the slick rocky slope toward the castle. Once he is near the steps, he dismounts and hands his horse off to one of his soldiers.

			“Do not go after them, Grace,” Bingham shouts over his shoulder. “He will have an armed guard of fifty men all the way to Athlone. And I know your numbers are half that. It would be too easy to kill you now. And I have other plans for you.”

			Grace O’Malley, unacknowledged Chief of the Name, witnesses the last of what she loves be taken from her. She stands and watches and doesn’t move. Not as the whicker and neigh and thump of horses fill the courtyard of Rockfleet Castle. Not as the man she hates most in the world turns her home into his garrison. Grace does not turn and walk into the hills until that door is shut against her.
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			“Are they gone?” she asks Gutty an hour later. He has met her, as instructed, in the marshland near Inishgowla.

			“Three miles out from the castle.”

			“And did they leave scouts?”

			“None that I saw.”

			“Good. Not that they can catch us anyway.” She puts a hand on his shoulder. Squeezes him in thanks. “Did you get the message to Hook in time?”

			“Tá. He’s taken Margaret and their children into the hills. Would take a man smarter than Bingham to find them.”

			“He has Tibbot and Donal,” she says.

			“Both?”

			“Arrested under fake charges. He’s taking them to Athlone.”

			“That’s a stroke of luck,” Gutty says.

			“I cannot see how.”

			“At Athlone he’ll make a show of them before he metes out any punishment. He’ll want an audience. And he’ll need permission before sending them to the gallows. The last time he hanged a chieftain’s son there, he was removed as governor.”

			“Not permanently,” she says. “And he still means to kill them.”

			“Then you’ll need to get them out before he can.”

			“Our help has run dry, Gutty. There is only one person left to whom I might appeal.” She laughs, though without humor. A mad, hopeless kind of chuckle. The last arrow in her quiver. A knife thrown with her eyes shut. But she can hear the question in Gutty’s silence, so she answers it.

			“We must appeal to the English queen.”
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			Bingham’s ships are large and powerful. Deadly, even. But they sit deep in the water and weigh untold thousands of pounds. Not so nimble, not so fast. Therefore neither of the carracks that sit beyond Rockfleet Bay takes any notice of Niamh as she skirts the coastline late that night, her sails down and her oars out. Even then, the twenty men aboard are careful not to splash, letting her glide smoothly and silently as Grace calls out her orders with low whistles and gentle whispers. They are dark as night, shadows upon the water.

			Their path is most dangerous as they row between the smaller Inish islands that bottleneck Rockfleet Bay, but once they’re past Inishdasky they slip away from the English and dart between the northern drumlins.

			As usual, Ultan is at her side on the cabin deck.

			“I didn’t think you’d be able to slip by them this afternoon,” she says.

			He snorts. “Fat cogs. They move like boulders and sink like stones.” He pats the helm. “No chance they’d keep up with this pretty thing. Once they stopped blocking the way, that is.”

			Grace and Gutty had met Niamh exactly where Ultan said she’d be: anchored in a rocky cove two miles west.

			“What will you do now?” Ultan asks.

			“I will write to the English queen.”

			He offers a long, low whistle. “And who will you send with the letter?”

			“Oh, have you not guessed our destination yet? I will deliver it to England myself.”

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1545

				“A Dead Language”
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			Grace is fifteen years old

			
			Her formal education continues. But she hates these lessons the way she hates being proper and doing as she’s told. What Grace hates most, however, is this priest. Father MacKenna. Everyone at Rockfleet calls him “Father” and so must she—though she has a father of her own, and even Eóin O’Malley doesn’t require her to state it every time she speaks to him. Yet here, in Burrishoole Friary—away from the watchful eyes of Finola and The MacWilliam—he is stricter with her than anyone else has ever been.

			Mac Cionaoith, he makes them write in Irish. Then again in Latin. Once more in the old Ogham script. Pictish, her father calls it, though he doesn’t make these letters. Not on paper and not on stone. She’s never even seen him scratch them into the sand down on the beach. She’s never seen anyone write them, but MacKenna insists it is part of their history and they must learn it.

			The only language they are not tutored in is English.

			“We do not parley with that foreign monarch” was all The MacWilliam said when she asked why they were not taught to read or write the language. “ ’Tis bad enough we have to speak it.”

			The English king, known as Henry, is the eighth of that name to sit on his throne. Discontent with the boundaries of his own country, he turned his gaze to their island some years back, and if not for the Irish nobility outmaneuvering him with their passage of the Crown of Ireland Act, they would no doubt already be two islands but one kingdom.

			“He lusts for power the way he lusts for a new wife,” The MacWilliam says. “But I’ll be dead before I bend my knee to him.”

			Father MacKenna forces Grace to write his name until her hand cramps, until she has to breathe slow and steady and blink back tears of pain.

			“Again in Latin,” the priest says once she is done.

			Every Monday morning she, Donal, Richard, and O’Flaherty are sent for their Latin lesson at Burrishoole Abbey. It is but an hour’s ride through the fields, then over a narrow stone bridge that spans the inlet to Lough Furnace. She always enjoys the chance to be out from under Finola’s watchful gaze. The lessons, however, are a punishment.

			A classroom with only four students. Grace and Donal seated on one stone bench before the chancel, Richard and O’Flaherty on the other. Slates in their laps. Backs aching from MacKenna’s constant reprimands to sit up straight. None of the other young people near Rockfleet are required to be in this dark stuffy church for half the day. They aren’t noble, MacKenna says. She is fortunate, he tells her. She is the daughter of a chieftain; other girls don’t get this education. This punishment. This stupid requirement. When Grace has children, she promises herself, chalk clenched in hand, she will force none of them to learn this dead language.

			When Father MacKenna turns his back, Grace braves a sideways glance at her brother. Donal glares at his slate studiously, right hand making marks with his chalk, left hand on his thigh, tapping out the notes to whatever song he’s learning on those pipes of his.

			“Ssshhh,” Donal hisses at her.

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“You were going to. And I’ll be the one who gets the stick.”

			She whispers, “That’s only because he knows I’ll hit him back.”

			Richard leans across the narrow aisle toward her and interjects, “You won’t hit. You’ll scratch. And only because you can. If you come home with bruises, my mam will kill him. If the rest of us come home with them, my da will give us more.”

			Richard is right. Which is why Grace says nothing else. Though she does make a face at him. He rewards her with a wide grin and a quick glance at her mouth.

			She tries to ignore him. But she can’t. Not entirely. She can always feel when Richard Bourke is watching her. It makes her neck feel warm.

			Grace lifts the chalk with her right hand. It feels like trying to make letters with her teeth. Every bone in her body wants to grab that chunk of white stone with her left hand. She’s done this in her garret room at night. Written with ease with her other hand. The one that feels natural. But she cannot do it here. Never here.

			The citeóg are infected by Satan.

			So she’s heard her entire life. Every spoon. Every knife. Every chalk and quill and doll has been plucked from her left hand and placed in her right. Once, Maeve tied her left hand behind her back at the dinner table. She was swatted and scolded and trained into obedience before she could speak a full sentence. Now Grace uses her left hand only when she’s entirely alone. Or with Richard.

			Her letters are blocky. Rough. Primitive. MacKenna grunts with disappointment when he glances at her handwriting. Then he moves on to her brother.

			“Excellent, Donal,” he says.

			Grace looks at neither her brother nor the priest. She has seen her letters when her better hand does the writing. They are prettier than Donal’s by half. But she is learning to let others think of her what they will. She is learning to keep secrets. And in the dark soil of her silence, she is gathering bits of knowledge like seed, planting them deep.

			“Terra marique potens,” Father MacKenna says loudly at the front of the small church. “What does that mean, Donal?”

			“Powerful by land and sea,” her brother recites their motto.

			“Write it down on your slates, three times, in Latin. All of you.”

			When they are done, MacKenna asks, “What is the O’Flaherty motto?”

			“Fortuna favet fortibus,” the young O’Flaherty answers.

			“And what does that mean?”

			“Fortune favors the strong,” he says, then raises both arms and flexes his biceps.

			Grace rolls her eyes.

			MacKenna turns to Richard. “And yours?”

			“Ung roy, ung foy, ung loy,” he recites.

			“Say it,” he snaps, “in Latin.”

			“ ’Tis not a Latin phrase, Father.”

			There is a smile that Richard uses when he means to cause trouble. It’s not mean-spirited. It is alarmingly handsome, in fact. That smile has crossed his face more than once when he lunges at Grace with a knife. He offers it to MacKenna now and she shrinks back instinctively. That smile can cut.

			“This is not a French lesson, Richard. Do as I say or your father will hear of it.”

			“My father taught me the motto. In French.”

			MacKenna brings the wooden stick down, hard, onto Richard’s hand. Grace flinches at the audible crack.

			Richard flexes his fingers but doesn’t cry out.

			“In Latin,” MacKenna says.

			She can see him deliberate. His brows draw together. His lips form a tight line.

			“Ung roy, ung foy, ung loy,” he says again, in Old French.

			Crack. Crack. Crack.

			Three blows with the stick, one for each part of the motto.

			And now Richard’s eyes are glassy.

			Grace stands. “Father,” she says. “Stop. You’ve no right. You—”

			MacKenna takes a step toward her, arm raised, stick ready to strike her across the face.

			“Unus rex,” Richard begins, then stands as well and moves between MacKenna and Grace. “Una fides, una lex. One God, one faith, one law. Is there anything else, Father?”

			The priest spits out between gritted teeth, “Write. It.”

			It is painful to watch. Richard also uses his right hand during these lessons and he struggles even more than Grace. His wrist is bent at an odd angle, his fingers too, and the letters might as well be drawn in the mud by a child for all their awkwardness.

			The young O’Flaherty laughs. “Fecking useless,” he mutters.

			“All of you. Write your family motto again. In Latin,” MacKenna orders.

			Donal flinches as if he is the one who has been struck, but he picks up his chalk and begins a careful transcription. The rest of them follow suit.

			Even with her right hand, Grace finishes first.

			Powerful by land—her father has many hundreds of fighting men. And more from Scotland, the Gallowglass, when he goes to fetch them. Powerful by sea as well. Grace once heard her father say that he could count on one hand the number of seafaring families in Ireland. She is proud to be part of that legacy.

			Grace is startled when MacKenna moves on from his lesson and into a lecture. The tone of his voice changes, becomes impassioned. Color rises in his pale narrow face. Those straight blunt brows draw together.

			“You might think it silly,” the priest says, “that you’re forced into learning these letters. But they become words. Then missives. Donal, you will write to your fellow chieftains. You will be a leader one day. Same with the both of you—” He motions to Richard and O’Flaherty. Then MacKenna looks at Grace. Looks but doesn’t see. “And you, Gráinne, you will have a house to manage one day. The buying and selling of goods will fall to you. So you must know what your accounts say. You must be prepared.”

			Grace O’Malley, second-born and only legitimate child of The O’Malley, smiles sweetly at her tutor.

			No, she thinks. I want to be powerful by land and sea.
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			She is spitting mad. Mad at this stupid boy and his stupid games. Mad that her dress is filthy and her boots are dusty and that she has a bloody nose. Again.

			Richard caught her unaware when she entered the byre to collect the day’s eggs. He lunged for her, knife out, and caught her with his elbow as she tried to sidestep at the last second. Two years at this, and she still can’t rightly judge which direction he will move. It doesn’t matter how often they practice, she is never fast enough. Richard can shift like water between rocks, even weighed down by his ridiculous chainmail.

			“Cheater,” she hisses, ducking as his knife slices the air beside her face.

			“Better to cheat than die.”

			“I wasn’t trying to kill you.”

			“Only maim?”

			The low rambling stone enclosure used for sheltering livestock during bad weather is empty this morning. They circle each other in the dim light, kicking up dust and making benign threats.

			Grace lunges forward, but Richard spins away. Only just in time, and her blade glances off the chainmail with a spark.

			“I knew you were afraid of me,” she says.

			“We’ve been over this. Find a softer target. You cannot pierce iron with a kitchen knife,” he tells her, moving back a step and lowering into a half crouch where he sways from side to side on the balls of his feet. “And I am not afraid of you.”

			“Liar.”

			“You must stop flattering me, Gráinne. Cheater. Liar. I might have to kiss those honeyed lips if you keep at it.”

			“Come that close and you won’t have lips left to kiss with.”

			“That isn’t what you said last week,” Richard goads, then wisely flings himself out of the way of her blade.

			He has never kissed her. Not on the lips, at least. A peck on the cheek here and there. Once, at the corner of her mouth. Unlike Walter, he doesn’t take what hasn’t been earned. Though Richard threatens to when they fight. It’s distracting. And when he trips her or pins her to a wall, her gaze often drifts to his mouth. Grace cannot help but wonder…

			Richard Bourke has a nice mouth.

			He uses it to grin at her now.

			“If you want a real kiss, just say so.”

			“What I want is to be left alone.”

			“And I want to break Walter’s teeth for stealing your first kiss. Was supposed to be mine, wasn’t it?”

			“Who says that was my first?” she demands.

			Richard’s grin is wider now, showing all his teeth.

			Grace hates that she likes the sight of it. She hates that she likes this game they have played almost every day for two years. Sometimes in the cellars. Or the byre. Or in the rolling hills around the tower house. Once they fought along the shallow edge of the bay itself and came in so drenched and muddy they had to lie and say they’d been chased into the water by a wild boar. Thanks to Richard, she can adequately wield both dagger and dirk. She holds the former now, having slid it from her boot while he forced her into the byre. Though Grace prefers the dirk, it requires wearing a scabbard at her waist. Finola Bourke is long suffering with Grace’s wild ways, but even she will not countenance her foster daughter bearing weapons at the breakfast table. But the dagger fits into her boot, and she never leaves her room without it. No one but Richard knows she carries it at all times. It is the only secret she keeps from her brother.

			“Kissing isn’t so terrible. Just ask Donal,” he says. “And Nora. They’re at it often enough.”

			Richard tries to maneuver her into the wedge of sunlight that slides through the narrow door. He wants her blinded so that he can disarm her and win quickly, but she won’t fall for that again. Nimble footwork gets her out of the trap as he prattles on.

			“I caught them just yesterday—in the dungeon, of all places. That brother of yours has wandering hands. I was forced to defend my sister’s honor, wasn’t I?”

			Grace laughs. “More lies. Your father doesn’t acknowledge Nora and neither do you, from what I’ve seen. Your loss, I might add. Nora would make any family proud.”

			“You think that I amn’t fond of her? Or that I’ll let Donal besmirch her honor?”

			“Donal takes nothing from Nora that isn’t freely offered. They seem happy enough. Let them alone.”

			“Don’t mind me.” Richard laughs. “I’m just the only one around here not getting kissed.”

			“Go find O’Flaherty, then. I’m sure he’ll oblige.”

			Richard mutters something about O’Flaherty being a fecking scrubber as he rushes Grace and maneuvers her into the corner. They are both panting when he whispers in her ear, “Walter hasn’t done it again, has he?”

			“No.” She has gone to great pains to avoid being alone with Walter Bourke.

			Grace wants out of this byre. It’s too tight, but every time she tries to edge herself into a position where she can move toward the door and into the clean air, Richard cuts her off. She needs to get him on the defensive.

			“It’s going to rain soon,” she says. “I’d like to be back in the tower when it does. It won’t be a light shower.”

			“No point lying about the weather. ’Tis fair enough today. If you want to be done, then beat me.”

			“I amn’t lying. Just wait and see.”

			She lifts both hands to his line of sight, then darts in, attacking with elbow and blade.

			“Use your right hand,” he orders when she lands a solid blow against his chest with the point of the knife. Her elbow misses contact with his jaw by an inch, but they’re out of the corner now. She can move.

			“Don’t tell me what to do.”

			“Fine,” he growls, then uses his free hand to parry. Bigger and faster, always. He doesn’t knock the blade out of her hand when he hits her wrist in a circular motion with his forearm, but she does lose the advantage and stumbles back. “But don’t complain to me when they tie that arm behind your back and call you a banshee.”

			“Banshee. What’s next? Wench? Fairy? Don’t make me blush.”

			“Rocks have a better chance of blushing than you. Never in my life have I met such a stubborn woman.”

			Grace bats her eyelashes at him because she knows he hates it, that he has no patience for any kind of feminine silliness. She keeps it up even as they continue to circle each other, their boots shuffling through a fine layer of silt, their knives gripped tightly.

			“Sinister,” he says, pronouncing the Latin word carefully, “means ‘left,’ as you well know. And sinister is what they will call you the moment you lift your blade with that hand. They’ll accuse you of devilry.”

			“Says the man who insisted I use only that hand.”

			Still, Grace shifts the blade to her right hand and tries not to shudder. It feels wrong. It always feels wrong when she forces that hand to act against its will.

			Movement is key when fighting in close quarters. Quick and focused. But Grace always finds herself at something of a disadvantage, encumbered by tight sleeves and heavy skirts.

			“Don’t do that,” he says.

			“What?”

			“Complain.”

			Grace lowers into her fighting stance, bending her knees so that her center of gravity is closer to the ground, her weight on the balls of her feet. “I didn’t say anything.”

			“I can see it in your eyes. ’Tis all right there. You’re making excuses about your clothes again. Or how much smaller you are than me. Like any of that matters.”

			“Easy for you to say.” Grace closes the distance between them with deft footwork, forcing him to retreat. His back is to the stone wall of the enclosure now. The byre smells, as it always does, of damp earth and chicken shite. Like sweat and algae and ammonia. “You aren’t the one trussed up like a goose at Winter Solstice.”

			“It’s harder to be big and fight in a small space with a small knife,” he argues.

			Richard makes his point by lunging at her, but Grace drops lower and stops his approach by slashing his shin with her knife. The blade glances off the thick leather of his boots, but it’s enough to thwart his approach.

			“Who’s complaining now?” she says.

			“I was stating a fact.”

			“As was I.”

			She delivers an upward swipe that glances off his metal shirt with a dull hiss.

			“Clever,” he says. “You must have a good teacher.”

			“My teacher is an arse,” she says.

			“A handsome one, no doubt.”

			“He’s a face like a leprechaun and breath like manure.”

			He laughs, rich and rumbling.

			“Please, tell me more about his arse.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Shapely, is it?”

			Grace swipes at his shoulder. This time her aim is true and Richard is forced to throw up his left forearm to block the strike that would otherwise sink into the broad swath of muscle. Instead, it glances once more against his chainmail.

			Richard’s attack is swift and brutal and her chance to go for the door is gone before she sees it slip away. He uses his greater strength to shove Grace back. Two steps. Three. Then she trips over her own feet, arms flung out to regain her balance. In an instant he is upon her, blade slashing the air inches from her face.

			Right before she loses her balance altogether, Grace throws her weight to the side and grabs the neck of his leine with her free hand. She uses her weight to pull him off-balance and drag him to the ground.

			He lands—hard—on top of her.

			Her breath whooshes out in a guttural ooff.

			All around them, the chickens squawk their disapproval. They rustle in their roosts, fluffing wings and clucking at the disturbance. Dander floats through the air, illuminated by the long rectangle of golden light that stretches across the dark damp floor beneath them.

			“Nice try,” he says.

			“It was better than nice,” Grace argues, trying to squirm out of his grip to no avail.

			“Except now I’ve pinned you. And I can do as I please.”

			“Then by all means please explain to your mother what has happened to my dress.”

			“Isn’t my fault that you’re clumsy and lost your footing in the byre. A lady such as yourself should take more care when gathering the eggs. A dangerous chore, I’m told.”

			Richard’s free hand grips her right wrist and he pins her other hand down with his forearm. He lifts her knife hand several inches, then slams it against the ground. Her knife goes tumbling across the floor.

			“You’re an arse.”

			“As you’ve said. But I know you mean it as flattery. You must want that kiss something fierce.”

			Grace does not mean to lick her lips. His words seem both a threat and a promise. “You wouldn’t dare.”

			“And how could you stop me?”

			“With my teeth.” She flashes them in warning.

			“You are pinned. You have no weapon. And you have but a single advantage.”

			“What?”

			“This.” He slowly trails the tip of his nose along her jaw, over her lips. His body covers her almost entirely. And his eyes are trained on her face. They shift restlessly between her glare and her lips. “You are beautiful, Gráinne.”

			Grace watches him breathlessly.

			“Did you hear me?” he asks, and his voice is little more than a whisper.

			“Tá.”

			“I think you are perfect.”

			She shakes her head, because arguing seems to be her only option at this point. “No.”

			“You are.”

			“If I was perfect, I wouldn’t have lost.”

			“What exactly is it that you have lost?”

			“The fight.”

			His head drops an inch and she can feel the warmth of his breath across the bridge of her nose. “And haven’t you gained something else?”

			“A dirty gown? A bloody nose? Tell me exactly what I have gained in this encounter?”

			“Me.”

			Carefully, slowly, Richard uses the cuff of his sleeve to wipe away the trail of damp blood below her nose.

			Grace cannot help the grin that spreads across her face. “Some prize.”

			Countless weeks and days and hours they have spent with knives pointed at each other. Endless words and conversations, bickering and laughter. But she cannot remember a single time during any training session when Richard Bourke has looked at her the way he does now.

			She is at Rockfleet to decide between Walter and O’Flaherty. Richard has never been an option. He is not one now.

			Her body goes still beneath him. There is no point in fighting. Richard will not release her until he is good and ready. She looks at the man above her. His dark hair and midnight eyes, the bones of his face that seem chiseled from stone. She tries not to glance at his lips and fails.

			“Let me kiss you,” he says, moving one hand to brush a piece of hair from her damp forehead. “Please?”

			The encounter with Walter in the hallway last year was entirely unpleasant. She wants to be rid of that memory. And she wants Richard to be the one who replaces it. So she nods.

			Richard lowers his head and brushes his lips gently across hers.

			It is pleasant, this pressure and heat.

			It is nice.

			It is…

			Richard moves slower now and she allows her eyes to close so that she might concentrate on this new sensation. She feels the warmth of his breath, the warmth of his…yes, his tongue, as it slides softly across her mouth, playing at the seam of her lips. She thinks he is asking her to open for him.

			Grace moves her lips in response and he takes it as permission, brushing the barest tip of his tongue into her mouth and swiping away any argument she might make. This intrusion should be terrible. But this is Richard. She likes him. He tastes of apples and mead.

			Her mouth moves of its own accord, her tongue tangling with his, and his body settles. She likes the weight of him. She likes everything about this.

			There is a rumble deep inside his chest. More laughter. He lifts onto his forearms. “Perhaps you don’t hate me so much anymore?”

			“I never said I hated you,” she answers.

			“You just want to kill me?”

			“Only maim,” she retorts, and they are both laughing now.

			Perhaps if they weren’t on the floor of the byre, dusty, tangled together, kissing, they would hear the approaching footsteps.

			“What is the meaning of this?” The steward of Rockfleet Castle stands in the byre door, hands fisted at his waist. Brian is his name, and he has always been kind to Grace. But the tone of his voice sounds lethal now. “Best the two of you never do this again.”
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			Grace is forty-seven years old

			
			It is late afternoon, nearing dinner, and Grace is hungry. She is also tired of her crew. Tired of their faces and their stench. She wants a hot bath, a good meal, and better company. This is how it always begins when she grows homesick. A new development these last ten years, this longing to return home. She misses Rockfleet and Tibbot and Richard, but him she’ll see in Galway three days hence. First she must get out of Dublin. And that requires a visit to Howth Castle.

			Grace leaves her men to ready Niamh for departure and walks from the pier toward a sloping tree-lined drive that leads to the home of Christopher St. Lawrence, Lord Howth. She carries with her a satchel and change of clothes in anticipation of her bath. The old Norman fortress sits on a rise overlooking the Irish Sea, surrounded by high defensive walls that have started to crumble in sections. It doesn’t take her long to reach the sprawling estate, but when she does, she finds the gates shut tight and the drawbar down.

			“Odd,” she mutters, then peers at the sun, still high in its arc.

			All seems still and quiet within the courtyard. There are two guards atop the wall, but neither pays her much mind, nor do they speak. So Grace goes to the guardhouse and lifts the knocker. She strikes it against the metal plate. Waits in silence for some time, then does it again. Then a third time. Grace is lifting the knocker to call again when she hears footsteps shuffling through the gravel. A small door is slid aside at eye level.

			The steward looks at Grace like she is some smelly fish dragged up from the docks. His eyes travel her tired visage. His nose wrinkles. “Who goes there?”

			“I am Gráinne Ní Mháille, chieftain of the O’Malley clan and mistress of The MacWilliam. I come to seek the hospitality of Lord Howth, as is my right, before I return to sea.”

			“Wait here,” the steward says, blowing an irritated sigh from his nostrils. He slides the door shut with a clang.

			Howth Castle is three stories tall and built of pale stone. Numerous large windows. Four towers. She wonders if one could get lost wandering through those rooms, if they would lose all sense of direction trapped behind so many layers of stone. Grace is counting chimney stacks when she hears the shuffle of gravel once again. Then the grating slide of the small door.

			“Lord Howth is at dinner and will not be disturbed.”

			“He would turn me away?” she asks, aghast.

			The steward blinks at her. “He would finish his dinner. And you have not been invited.”

			“ ’Tis the custom of the lords of Ireland to provide a welcoming hearth to fellow clan leaders. I have done so myself more times than I can count.”

			“You are no lord,” he says dryly.

			“And you are no manner of host.”

			The steward snaps the small door closed once more, then departs. Grace stares at it. Then turns her scowl to the guards when they begin to chuckle above her.

			“She thinks herself a chieftain!” one of them says, and they laugh harder.

			What a miserable place, the Pale, supposed bastion of civility and manners. She has been treated better by poor men who live in squalid huts than by any person who resides in this stretch of coastland controlled by the English queen.

			Grace turns on her heel, fist grasping the handle of her satchel, and begins the walk back to the pier. She is still hungry and tired and in desperate need of a bath. But now she is angry as well. In all her years of traveling, Grace has never been turned away in such a manner.

			Niamh is docked along the inner side of the pier, close to a narrow stretch of beach called Claremont by those who live on Howth Head. Perhaps the small boy playing barefoot in the gentle surf would have escaped her attention if he were not so finely dressed. Or so blond. For a moment, when she passes him, she thinks it is Tibbot, bent over, pushing a miniature wooden boat in the tide pool. But then the boy looks up at her and holds his ship aloft, grinning for all the world like he is a captain himself. He has the deepest dimples she has ever seen on a child, but dark solemn eyes, like Nora. The combination makes him look both impish and studious.

			The boy laughs, and that makes her smile. It almost makes her forget the rudeness she just experienced.

			“Well, hello,” Grace says.

			“This is my ship,” the boy tells her.

			“And does it have a name?”

			“I call her The Mary Rose.”

			“Pretty. Is that your mother?”

			He laughs again, and it sounds like a chime in the wind. His cheeks flush pink. “No. It is the name of my nurse.”

			Grace points farther down the dock. “That is my ship. And her name is Niamh.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“Why?”

			“Girls can’t have ships. It’s bad luck.”

			“And who told you such nonsense?”

			“My grandfather.”

			“What would he know about ships?”

			The boy throws his arm wide. “He owns half the ones docked on this pier.”

			Oh, Grace thinks, I see it now. This is no village boy, not in those fine trews cut to his size or that velvet jerkin.

			“What is your name?” she asks.

			“Christopher St. Lawrence.”

			“Are you named after your grandfather?”

			“I am!” he says. “He is the eighth Baron Howth and I am to be the tenth, because my da must come next. But his name is Nicholas and he is away just now, in England, with my mam.”

			“And why are you not with them?”

			The boy shrugs.

			“Then why are you not at dinner?”

			“Because I took three sweet rolls from the kitchen earlier and spoiled my appetite. Or that’s what my grandfather said. He told me to go play and not come back until I was well and truly hungry.”

			“Are you?”

			He flashes those dimples again. “No. I’ve a bellyache.”

			Grace could leave it be. She ought to, in fact. But at the mention of sweet rolls, her stomach begins to growl and, with it, her anger. It would be a harmless lesson, really.

			She nods to the toy in his hand. “You like boats?”

			“Yes.”

			“Would you like to see mine up close?”

			He looks to Niamh, his eyes rolling over her sleek lines. “Truly? She is yours?”

			Grace sets her hand to her heart. “I swear it.”

			“And I can touch her?”

			“You can go on deck. I’ll even take you out on the water, if you like.”

			Christopher twists the corner of his mouth into a knot. “I don’t think my grandfather would allow it.”

			“I will not say a word to him. I promise.”

			Christopher’s small blond head swings back and forth between her boat and the castle on the hill. After a moment he looks at the toy in his hand, then smiles.

			“Shall we?” Grace asks.

			“Oh, that would be grand!”

			The little boy follows her along the pier, skipping as he goes. When they reach Niamh, Gutty stands there with a scowl.

			“Who’s this?” he asks.

			“Lord Howth’s grandson.”

			“And why is he with you?”

			“Because he would like to go for a sail.”

			Gutty raises one dark brow. “A sail?”

			“I recall that you were fond of boats at his age.” She pats Christopher on the head. “G’wan, look around.”

			He wanders off, neck craned to see up the mainmast.

			“What are you about?” Gutty asks.

			“Are we fully provisioned?”

			“Yesss?” He says it like a question, clearly expecting her to explain.

			“Lord Howth turned me away at the gate. Wouldn’t so much as entertain the idea of letting me in.”

			Gutty whistles, long and low through the gap in his front teeth.

			“I thought we might teach him a lesson in hospitality,” she says.

			“By doing what?”

			“Hosting his grandson aboard this ship. Mind him, would you? I’ve one thing to do before we leave.”

			Gutty shakes his head, but begins to explain the rigging system to Christopher. Grace ducks into her cabin and spreads a piece of paper across her desk. The note she writes is short but detailed:

			Lord Howth, you should take better care to be hospitable. I would be pleased to offer suggestions on how you might do so when you come to collect your grandson, young Christopher, from Rockfleet Castle in Clew Bay, Connaught.

			It takes only a moment to find a dockworker. She pays him a shilling to deliver it.

			“Remember,” she orders the young man, “Lord Howth is at dinner and does not want to be disturbed. Wait until this evening.”
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			Richard watches Gráinne bathe. Since she docked an hour ago, she has said little to him other than “Fecking Galway” and “Imagine paying for a bath” and something quite horrid about a man named St. Lawrence. He knows well enough to leave her be when she’s in such a mood, but he did secure her a room at the public bathhouse and now he stands inside, leaning against the door, keeping watch.

			Watching her, mostly. This is not the most reputable part of the city, and the woman he loves is naked not three feet away. There is a window in the room, but it is high and grubby and he’s not worried about anyone seeing in.

			“Have you changed your mind?” Richard asks.

			She lifts one long pale leg from the water. Suds run down her thigh as she brushes it with a linen cloth. His mouth goes dry at the sight.

			“About?”

			“Marrying me.”

			“We are married,” Gráinne says.

			“Not technically. Not anymore.”

			“Common law recognizes us as such,” she reminds him, as she always does when he brings this up.

			“Not brehon.”

			“Blame that on your mother. I wasn’t about to be her pawn.”

			“My mother has been dead five years,” Richard says. “Don’t let that stop you from making an honest man of me.”

			Gráinne laughs. “If it’s honesty you want, then know this: I like things exactly as they are.”

			Moments after she divorced him, Gráinne came down from the ramparts of Rockfleet Castle and returned to bed, and to their newborn son. She’d ordered the doors unlocked and Richard had stormed into their privy chamber ready for battle. But she had simply patted the blankets and held Tibbot out to him. Divorce, it seems, meant something entirely different to her. Though she chafed against the restrictions of being the tánaiste’s wife, she had no particular desire to be apart from him. They have lived together—as though married—uninterrupted ever since. At least once a year, Richard revisits the subject, hoping to make their relationship official again.

			“Thank you for bringing Tibbot,” she tells him. “I have missed the both of you.”

			“I couldn’t have kept him at home if I’d wanted to. Not once he knew I was meeting you here.”

			“Gutty will be in a rage knowing he’ll miss the meeting with Sidney to watch not one but two boys.”

			Richard watches small drops of water run down strands of her soaked hair and drip onto the floor. If she were not so intent on having this bath—and having it alone—he would wrap that hair around his fist and tilt her head back so that he could taste the skin of her neck.

			The thought makes his throat tighten. He clears it. “I think he’d rather play nursemaid, to be honest. Gutty hates the politics of it all. He only wants to sail and fight.”

			“Then perhaps we should find someone else to mind the boys. Fighting is the last thing they need. Did I tell you that child nearly lit my cabin on fire during our first night at sea? Wouldn’t stop playing with the candles.”

			“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you stole him,” Richard scolds.

			“I did not steal him. I simply borrowed him. His grandfather is welcome to collect him whenever he likes.”

			“And in the meantime?”

			“Until then, Tibbot has a playmate. They’re both nine. No telling what kind of trouble they’ll get into. And anyway, Tibbot has been lonely since Edmund went to foster.”

			“Has Christopher not asked for his parents?”

			“They are in England,” she says dryly. “No one seems to pay him much mind at home. When I found him, he’d been shut out of the castle by his grandfather for stealing sweet rolls from the kitchen.”

			Richard curls his lips between his teeth to stop from laughing. “He isn’t scared? Not even slightly?”

			“He’s been running up and down the rigging with Gutty. Or lighting things on fire. I’d say he’s having a good bit more fun than he’s usually allowed. And I’ve assured him that his grandfather is coming for him. Eventually.”

			When Gráinne stands, all thoughts of the boy are lost. God, she is nice to look at. Time has left its mark, as have the children she’s carried, but still—those legs and breasts and arse were made for him in general and for his hands specifically. Rivulets of water track down her body, sliding and running over her skin. Here a line between her ribs and there a steady drip from one nipple. She rubs her body dry with the linen towel, then starts to work on her hair.

			Gráinne speaks his name, but his attention is on the lift of her breasts as she wraps the towel around her head.

			“Richard.”

			“Yes. What?”

			Her eyes are filled with laughter. “Stop gawking and hand me my dress.”

			“You have been gone for weeks,” he complains. “It isn’t fair that I can’t touch you.”

			“Let’s get this meeting with Sidney done with. Then you may have your fill of touching me.”

			“With hands or mouth?”

			“An equal share of both, I hope.”
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			Lynch’s Castle is a three-story rectangular manor house at the intersection of Shop and Abbeygate streets in the heart of Galway. It is built of dark gray stone and adorned with gothic carvings in the manner of the old English estates it wants to emulate. Grace still hates it, despite its plethora of windows.

			“Best keep your opinions on the place quiet until this is over,” Richard whispers in her ear as they are ushered through the front door by a dainty maid.

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“You didn’t have to. ’Tis plain as the nose on your face.”

			“I was thirteen years old the first time I saw this house. My father let me and Donal and Ultan wander the city that morning. Hours later a Portuguese sailor attacked me on board Niamh.”

			“And so you hate the house because of…the Portuguese?”

			“I hate the house because it’s ugly.”

			“As I said, best you keep that to yourself.”

			They are taken to a second-floor parlor where Sir Henry Sidney, Lord Deputy of Ireland, and Sir Thomas LeStrange are seated by the fire. Both stand upon their arrival. Greetings and welcomes and offers of refreshment abound. Grace receives them all, then allows Richard to pull her chair out for her. Once she has a cup of mulled wine warming her palms, Grace surveys the room. Her attention is immediately drawn to a map spread across the low table between the chairs. It shows all of Galway Bay in detail.

			“I had it drawn by a cartographer last year,” LeStrange tells her proudly, hands stretched across his impressive belly.

			“Why have you put pins in the Aran Islands?” she asks.

			“Because I intend to own them.”

			Grace raises a brow. “I believe the O’Flahertys and the O’Briens might take issue with that. They’ve both laid claim to those islands for hundreds of years.”

			He dismisses her objection with an arrogant wave. “And they will no doubt bicker over it until Her Majesty must intervene. In fact, I hope they do, for it will provide the opening that I need.”

			“You must excuse my ambitious friend,” Sidney tells them with a strained smile. “He is less informed about Irish politics than he believes.”

			The Lord Deputy is a large man with a barrel chest and long legs. Almost too long, in fact. They make him look as though the lower half of his body has been drawn by a child. The oddest part of his appearance, however, is the dark hair and red beard. The color changes abruptly at his temples, like some painter has drawn a line between the two.

			LeStrange laughs at Sidney’s attempt to change the subject. “Politics are irrelevant if one’s pockets are deep enough.”

			“I think you will find that those islands are not for sale,” Grace tells him, and if he were a smarter man, he would note the tone of her voice.

			His smile is utterly genuine when he shrugs and says, “Yet.”

			Grace ignores the subtle tug of Richard’s hand at her skirt. “I take it you’ve spent time in the Aran Islands?” she asks.

			“Bloody hell, no!” he snorts. “I’ve never set foot on the damned things.”

			“Then why are you so intent on acquiring them?”

			“I do not want a summer home, I want the real estate. Whoever controls those islands controls the entire shipping route into and out of Galway Bay.”

			“As I was saying—” Sidney clears his throat with a level of authority that shuts LeStrange up immediately. “Thank you for agreeing to this meeting.” He nods at each of them. “Richard. Grace. It is rare that I get to meet the heads of two powerful clans at once.”

			This gets LeStrange’s attention immediately. She can feel his gaze settle on her profile, can almost hear the rusty grinding of mental gears as he changes his assessment of her.

			The door is suddenly thrown open and a younger man flounces in. He looks so much like Sidney that Grace whips her head back and forth thrice to note the similarities.

			“Forgive my tardiness!” the younger man says, and drags a chair over to join them at the table. He straddles it backward, his chin resting on the spine “I was just at the quay, reading the most interesting inscription on the seawall. It says, ‘From the—’ ”

			“ ‘—ferocious O’Flahertys, Good Lord deliver us,’ ” Grace interrupts.

			“You’ve read it?”

			“I knew the family who inspired it,” she tells him. “I do not recommend their company.”

			A stunned silence settles into the room and Grace can feel the shift happen within a breath. The balance of power. It now belongs to her. And one reason that she loves—and will always love—Richard Bourke until the day she dies is that he doesn’t feel threatened by this new development. Instead, he sinks deeper into his chair. Crosses his arms over his chest, as if watching a sporting match.

			“My son, Philip,” Sidney says, at last breaking the silence. “You must forgive him. He is a poet. And therefore inspired by the dramatic.”

			“What did I miss?” the son asks.

			“Nothing. We were just getting down to business,” Sidney tells him.

			“I do hope it involves piracy,” Philip says to Grace. “I am told that you are somewhat notorious for that.”

			She ignores him, looking to Sidney instead. “It was my understanding that we now refer to it as privateering, given that it has been sanctioned by your queen—under certain circumstances, at any rate.”

			Sidney flinches. “A strong naval…fleet…is something Her Majesty considers important.”

			“And yet she has none in Ireland,” Grace says.

			“The threats of a Spanish invasion require that we keep the bulk of our resources closer to home,” he tells her.

			“Then I’d wager your queen is in need of a partner?”

			Sidney leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Of what kind?”

			“The kind that has a fleet at her disposal, along with two hundred fighting men. Which—’tis important to note—is a quantity that outnumbers your own. The kind,” she adds, “who is married to The MacWilliam tánaiste, who leads the O’Malleys, and who has great influence over a large sept of the O’Flahertys.”

			“And what would such a leader require from Her Majesty?”

			Grace smiles. “Only one thing.”

			“Which is?”

			“That there be no attempts to remove my husband from his rightful place as the future MacWilliam.”

			“I can assure you that—”

			“I have seen your queen move chess pieces before, Lord Deputy. My first husband was Donal O’Flaherty, tánaiste to The O’Flaherty, before your queen handed the title to another man. So you will forgive me if verbal assurances are not enough.”

			“I cannot speak for the Queen.”

			“No. But you can speak to her. And you can negotiate on her behalf.”

			“How can I be assured that your fleet is as impressive as you say?”

			It is Grace’s turn to lean back into her chair, to fold her hands in her lap and grin. “You are welcome to inspect it yourself. My entire fleet is anchored in Galway Harbor.”
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			As they leave the room, Grace feels the long, warm fingers of Richard’s left hand snake around her elbow. She feels his lips against her ear. “So we are married?”

			She swats his hand away. “Not now.”

			“Oh,” he chuckles, “don’t think I’ll be forgetting.”

			Sir Henry Sidney has caught up to them in a few strides. He tugs on his coat, makes a failed attempt at keeping the grin off his face. Then he hands Grace a small coin purse.

			“As you require, one pound.”

			She opens her hand and he drops the purse into her palm with a soft jangling of coins. Then he is out the door and down the stairs.

			“I cannot believe you are charging him for this,” Richard hisses.

			“He won’t consider our time valuable otherwise,” she says.

			When they meet Sidney on the street, he is antsy, rocking foot to foot. The moment they’re at his side, he’s off like a shot, headed toward the quay. His son has joined them, but LeStrange has not. His bellicose tendencies subsided the moment he understood Grace’s relationship to the O’Flaherty clan.

			“Do you know,” Sidney asks, “this will be my first chance to glimpse the seawalls from afar? I have been told on numerous occasions that they are quite decayed and in need of repair.”

			Fifteen minutes later they are at the quay on board Niamh, along with Sidney and his son. Both Tibbot and Christopher come at Grace in a rush, all hugs and laughter. They could be brothers with all those blond curls, and she does not disabuse Sidney of the notion as he looks at the boys with a kind of wry humor. And why not? Let him think they’re twins. They wouldn’t be the only set on this boat, for the Murrays are at oars, their scowls on full display. Within moments, Gutty has shuttled the little boys off to the cabin deck so that they can pester Ultan instead of her guest.

			“They sound like a pair of wild Spanish macaques up there,” she mutters. “I wouldn’t be one bit surprised if they start swinging from the ropes.”

			Sidney turns to her, a curious expression on his face. “You have been to Spain?”

			“Many times,” she tells him.

			“And what is your relationship with the Spaniards?”

			“Entirely one of trade. I do most of my business in Bilbao, though I know others prefer Seville. But my experience with the Algerians has been…unpleasant. So I keep to the northern coast.”

			“Interesting,” Sidney mutters. He does not elaborate on whatever thoughts run through his mind as they push off from the dock.

			Grace takes the Lord Deputy and his son on a leisurely trip through Galway Harbor so that he can inspect the defensive walls and make notes for the needed repairs. Then Sidney finds Grace at the prow and says, “It’s time to prove this fleet of yours really exists, O’Malley.”

			She lifts an arm, alerting Ultan to take them deeper into the bay. Her oarsmen grunt and groan as they respond to each of Ultan’s calls. Then, when they are situated amidst numerous other ships at anchor, she calls out, “Raise the flag!”

			The O’Malley banner goes up the line. After it has unfurled and snapped tight in the wind, she orders Ultan, “Give the signal.”

			He ushers the boys back, then raises the blunderbuss above his head, squeezes his eyes shut, and fires it toward the sky.

			One long breath, then the resulting fire echoes through the harbor in twos and threes and fives. Boom. Boom. Boomboomboom. Until twenty-five shots have fired.

			After a moment of prolonged silence, Sir Henry Sidney, Lord Deputy of Ireland, turns to her, a grin on his face. “It would seem that you are quite powerful by sea, Mistress O’Malley. I am more than happy to write to Her Majesty and suggest that she accept your offer of assistance—along with your condition—in keeping these shores safe from her enemies.”
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			Some days later, they make their approach into Rockfleet Bay, and Grace smiles to see an English merchant vessel at anchor a short distance from the tower house.

			“Oh!” Christopher shouts the moment he sees the ship. “That is Fair Catherine. My grandfather’s ship!”

			“So it would appear,” Grace tells him as Richard chuckles softly beside her.

			She is about to give the order to row in when Tibbot’s small hand slips into hers. Grace pulls him closer, then notes the expression on his face. His brows are pinched and his lips drawn together.

			“I know you are sad,” she tells him, “but Christopher is not ours to keep. We must return him to his grandfather.”

			“I know.”

			“Then why the sad face?”

			A shudder runs up his spine, a quick reaction that surprises Tibbot as much as Grace. “Do you hear that?” he asks.

			“Hear what?”

			Tibbot thumps the heel of his hand against his ear, the way he does after swimming to dislodge a bubble of water. “It sounds like horses,” he tells her, then points toward the open water of Clew Bay, toward the North Atlantic. “Out there.”

			She pulls Tibbot’s hand toward her chest and lays it flat against her heart. Grace closes her eyes. Listens. She hears it then—but faintly, and only when she holds her breath. The staccato drumbeat of pounding hooves.

			“It does,” she tells him.

			There is no fear in his face, only wonder and confusion, and a naive kind of trust that she would give anything to have back.

			“It doesn’t make sense,” he tells her.

			“Oh, it will,” she says, then asks, “Is there anything that you smell?”

			The boy she shares with Richard Bourke, the boy who has inherited the Sense that she got from her own father, closes his eyes. His nostrils flare for a moment before his eyes flash wide again and turn to the sky, face clouded by confusion.

			“It smells like wet dirt,” he tells her. “Like it does after the rain. But we’ve a clear sky today. What does it mean, Mam?”

			Grace bends low and kisses the soft skin between his eyes. “It means that you are your mother’s son.”

			A short time later they are docked at their usual spot near the front door of Rockfleet, where Sir Christopher St. Lawrence is pacing a rut into her steps. The moment Niamh is settled, young Christopher throws himself over the gunwale and into his grandfather’s arms. He starts chattering so loudly and quickly that the old man clamps a hand over the boy’s mouth.

			Grace meets him with a steely glare.

			“I did not know—” St. Lawrence begins.

			“There is no need to lie. You did not care. That is the truth of the matter.”

			He presses his lips between his teeth but does not argue. After a moment he clears his throat, then says, “Please accept my apologies.”

			Grace steps off the ship. “Perhaps you should offer them inside.”

			She walks past him, not waiting to see if he will follow. But of course he does. And once she reaches the Great Hall, Grace finds a number of St. Lawrence’s men seated at her table, already deep into their dinner. She goes to the head of the table and motions one of the serving girls to bring her mead.

			With some trepidation, St. Lawrence returns to the table, an iron grip on his grandson’s arm. Frustrated, the boy tries to pull away, but to no avail.

			“Please,” he says. “I am ready to pay whatever ransom you require. I have gold. Silver.”

			Grace snorts. “I trust that you and your men have enjoyed the hospitality of my home?”

			He hesitates, his cheeks turning red. “We have.”

			“And how many days have you been here waiting?”

			“Two.”

			“You have been fed?”

			“We have.”

			She smiles. “And other comforts have been made available to you? Baths and beds specifically?”

			“Yes.”

			“Tell me, Lord Howth, have any of your needs been unmet while a guest in my home?”

			He twists his lips. “No.”

			“I am glad to hear it.” She grins. “But I forget my manners. Please meet…my husband, Richard Bourke, MacWilliam of clan Bourke. I met him in Galway on my way back from Dublin.”

			St. Lawrence rises and offers Richard a small bow. Then they sit, one on either side of Grace.

			“What would you have me give in exchange for my grandson?” St. Lawrence asks.

			“In exchange?” Christopher asks, looking between them all with his dark round eyes.

			“For getting you back,” St. Lawrence tells the boy.

			“From what? We’ve been on a grand adventure!”

			St. Lawrence sets a heavy hand on the boy’s head, then looks at Grace with a frown.

			“Surely you did not think that I would hurt him?” she asks.

			“I did not know what to think,” he whispers.

			“Had you done your duty, you would have never had to find out.”

			“What is your price, Mistress O’Malley?”

			“I ask only a promise,” she says.

			“Of what sort?”

			“That, from this day forward, the gates of Howth Castle will never be closed to those seeking your kindness. That you not deny the hospitality required of you as a lord of Ireland. That you always keep an empty chair and an extra plate at your table for those who might appear at your doorstep hungry or tired.”

			St. Lawrence’s mouth falls open. “That is all?”

			“I would think it more than enough. For I expect you and all your descendants—every son and grandson, this one in particular, along with those who come after him—to keep this promise. If you can swear to that, you are welcome to take your delightful budding arsonist home.”

			“I am happy to make that promise,” St. Lawrence tells her, then pulls a ring from the pinky of his left hand. It has a wide gold band with a round, rough-cut blue stone in the center.

			He sets the ring in her palm and explains, “It is an aquamarine. Mined from India. My own grandfather brought it back with him and had it mounted in that ring. The Greeks and Romans believed aquamarines gave protection when crossing seas. It has brought great luck to my family. Take it as my pledge to honor your request.” He motions to her hand. “Please.”

			St. Lawrence’s fingers are a great deal larger than hers, and the ring that so snugly fit his pinky slides easily over her thumb. Grace looks at her hands. Maeve’s fede ring on her right thumb and St. Lawrence’s aquamarine on her left. The symmetry pleases her.

			St. Lawrence pushes back from the table. “If our business is complete, I will be going now. I must get Christopher home before his parents return from England.”

			“That would be a mistake,” Grace tells him.

			“But—”

			“There is a storm coming, Lord Howth. And you do not want to be at sea when it hits. So—” She smiles. “I suggest that the two of you enjoy my hospitality a while longer.”
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			Grace is sixty-three years old

			
			London stinks of the plague. It stinks of dirty water and sewage, of perspiring masses and a long summer that won’t let go of the heat. The Hanging Docks along old Wapping Street smell of dead men left to rot in the sun. Grace stands at the far end of a narrow alley. It is dusk. A dangerous part of the city. And she is tempting fate just being here.

			Grace is being watched. Always, she feels the weight of curious eyes. She has found herself at the pointed end of a blade on more than one occasion in the last sixty-three years. Still, she does not turn to face the shadows, or the man who lingers there smoking a pipe. Instead, she keeps her back straight, her eyes on the massive wooden beam that juts out over the River Thames. The cobblestones at her feet are damp and uneven, softly lit by the sinking sun, and she moves toward a set of worn steps that descend into the brown brackish water. It is high tide and her way to the riverbank below is blocked. No matter. She isn’t here to mudlark. She is here to see the gallows, to pay her respects to the three gibbeted men who dangle over the river, bound in rusted chains.

			Fools. Damned fools, every one of them. She had warned her men not to leave the safety of their enclave in Southwark. Warned them not to drink in taverns where their accents would be noted and their occupation questioned. Her men were three days dead before anyone knew they were missing.

			“What a foul city,” Grace mutters.

			She knows this is a message, a warning from the man who rents a private office above the tavern at the mouth of this alley. A way of letting her know that he is in control of her fate and that he will take her appointment when—and if—he is damn well ready.

			Well, she is tired of waiting.

			Behind her, the man steps out of the shadows and closer to her.

			“Poor luck for us to be here, ain’t it, Gráinne?”

			Ultan comes to her side, pipe smoke drifting into the air between them. It is a welcome respite from the stench of brine and sewage that fills the alley.

			“A reminder,” Grace says, her gray eyes focused on those swaying bodies. “This is what Her Majesty does to pirates.”

			“Elizabeth didn’t string up those boys. This was Butler’s doing.”

			She turns away from the gibbeted men, looks up at the tall clapboard buildings that surround her. They lean over the alley like drunken soldiers blocking out the darkening sky, and she half expects them to topple over. It would not be the first time a drunkard caught her off guard.

			“Has he taken dinner yet?” she asks.

			“Soon. He sends for the serving wench at eight o’clock.”

			It has taken Ultan the better part of a week to track Thomas Butler, the tenth Earl of Ormond, to these rented rooms on Wapping Street, to learn his habits and report back to Blackfriars, where the Irish lord has kept Grace sequestered in his home all this week. Every day since her arrival, she has unsuccessfully petitioned for an audience. Every day she has been told the earl is busy with state business and will call for her tomorrow.

			Ultan sets the pipe to his mouth again. “And will he be seeing us?”

			“He has no choice. I’ll not bury Tibbot or Donal because Butler is loyal to the wrong crown.”

			“And if we’re stepping into a trap? What if he intends to collect the bounty on your head?”

			“He’s had a chance to do so every night this week while I slept under his roof,” she says. “And besides, five hundred pounds means little to a man like Butler.”

			The Town at Ramsgate is a nondescript tavern serving dockworkers and local merchants, though Ultan has assured Grace that more than one gentleman has wandered through its doors today. Every one of them dressed like commoners, to avoid suspicion. Such men move differently through the world: if you pay attention, you will find them everywhere. Poor men skulk, rich men swagger.

			No one pays any mind as they enter the tavern. It has low ceilings and dark walls. Narrow but deep, stretching to the end of the alley. Battered tables and a salty barkeep who loves nothing more than insulting the staff. To hear him tell it, the potboy is a cuckold, the cellarman a guzzle-guts, and the barmaid a purveyor of the French disease.

			The lanterns are lit and the patrons half drunk. No one looks up as she and Ultan navigate the crowded room and take up residence at an empty table near the back.

			When the serving wench rushes by, Grace reaches for the girl’s slender wrist. “There is a man upstairs,” she says. “Has he called for dinner?”

			The wench is twelve at most—and slim in the way that suggests she’ll never have much of a figure. She is neither fair nor plain, and the end of her nose turns up too high. Likely the girl will remain invisible throughout her life. No small mercy in a job such as this.

			“Don’t know nothin’ ’bout a man,” she says.

			Grace drops a pence into the wench’s apron pocket. “No doubt he’s paid you to say just that. But I mean him no harm. And I pay better.” She smiles. “I only want one thing.”

			“What’s that?”

			“To deliver his meal.”

			The wench looks at Grace as if she might have poison in her pockets, then glowers at Ultan. She extends her own hand and receives another coin. It, too, goes directly into her apron, with a small clink this time.

			“He canna know I let ye.”

			“I will tell him you are a stupid girl, easily tricked, though clearly the opposite is true.”

			Most women have no defense against flattery, even if disingenuous. This girl is not stupid. But neither is she clever. Coin is her language.

			She nods. “I was just on my way to the kitchen for his tray.”

			“And what is the earl dining on this evening?”

			The wench’s eyes tighten in surprise.

			Interesting. She doesn’t know Butler’s title.

			“Sunday roast with turnips. He likes his rolls hot. Extra butter.”

			“And to drink?”

			“Whiskey.”

			“Does he take the bottle?” Grace asks.

			The girl shakes her head. “Only the one glass. And only on Sundays.”

			A third coin goes into the apron, and when the wench returns ten minutes later with a tray loaded down with food, Grace lifts it out of her small hands.

			Ultan leads her up the stairs, then pounds on the door at the top.

			“Dinner,” she calls, making her voice softer, smaller.

			“Bring it in.”

			Ultan turns the knob for her and pushes the heavy oak door open. A man stands with his back to them. He stares out a dirty window overlooking the Thames.

			“I’d have thought that such a view would turn your stomach,” Grace says in Irish.

			Butler turns on his heel, fury chasing surprise across his face. “What—”

			Grace sets the tray on his desk. Lifts the whiskey and tips it toward him in salute, then knocks it back and drains the glass in two swallows. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Plunks the heavy glass down on his desk.

			“Hello, Tom.”

			His eyes narrow, darting to where Ultan leans against the door, blocking the way out. After a moment of careful contemplation, he moves to the desk and takes his seat as though this is an official appointment and he has summoned her. Butler makes a great show of arranging his napkin. Slicing a piece of roast. Taking a bite.

			Finally he looks at her.

			“If it isn’t my Irish cousin.”

			Nothing about his dress or speech would let on that this is a man who was born in Kilkenny. That his wet nurse never learned a word of English or that fried cod and colcannon remain his favorite meal to this day. Age has been as gracious to Tom as it has to her. Though he would never admit as much, it is the Irish in them, refusing to wither before their English overlords. There is some silver in his hair, but only at his temples and sprinkled throughout his neat, trimmed beard. Distinguished is the word often used to describe the Lord Treasurer of Ireland.

			“Come to bend your knee at last, Grace?” he asks.

			Grace.

			The Anglicized version of her name: Grace O’Malley. She hears it for the insult that it is. Her name, Gráinne Ní Mháille, will never pass his lips. But she will suffer any insult if it means the safe return of her son and brother.

			Thomas Butler spears a perfectly cut square of turnip, pops it into his mouth, and chews with all the decorum of an English aristocrat.

			“Did you receive my message?” he asks.

			“It was hard to miss.” She looks to the window. It is dark now, the gallows mercifully hidden from view, though she can see the warm glow of boat lanterns dancing up and down the water.

			“You should keep better tabs on your men,” he says.

			“And you should play a better host, Tom. I am quite disappointed in your manners.”

			“I have been busy.”

			“You have been lying. It doesn’t suit you.”

			He sighs and sets his fork down, appetite lost. “And why exactly have you come to my fair city, Grace?”

			The smile she gives him would terrify any of the men on her ship. He is unfazed by her expression, but his mouth draws into a thin line of disgust at her words: “I want an audience with the Queen.”
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			Ultan cannot stand the city house where Gráinne is staying. Cannot stand Thomas Butler or his manners or his lies. Some fecking Irishman. So, while Gráinne waits for an audience, Ultan wanders. Up and down the Thames. Among the docks. Through the alleys. He watches and waits and listens. And every day he goes to Niamh, makes sure she is safe at dock, unwatched.

			He might love that ship more than he loves Gráinne, but only just. They have grown old together, the three of them. He is proud of that. And of his long service.

			Service, it seems, is the one thing he can offer in this rat-infested city. He’ll be damned if he cannot figure out a way to help Gráinne. So this afternoon he has come back to the Town at Ramsgate, to the Hanging Docks. There’s a worry niggling at the back of his skull, like some bug floating in his ale. And since he’s nothing else to do while they wait, he might as well find that serving girl.

			Black Tom doesn’t usually come to the inn until later in the evening. And there’s little chance he’ll do so today, after being surprised last night. So Ultan isn’t worried about being recognized as he settles into a table at the back.

			The serving girl finds him soon enough, puts one curious hand on her bony hip. “You’re back,” she says.

			“I have nowhere else to be,” he tells the girl.

			“What do you want?”

			“Whiskey,” he says. “And a favor.”

			She takes a step back, her eyes suddenly pinched tight, suspicious.

			“Not that kind,” he assures her.

			“I stab men who get grabby,” she tells him. She pats her thigh. “I have a blade right here.”

			“Good. But you’ll want to keep it in your boot. Easier to reach.”

			The girl assesses him, then nods finally, like she thinks this is a good suggestion. “What’s the favor?”

			Ultan pulls a small coin purse from his pocket and holds it out.

			She makes no move to take it.

			He laughs. “There is a man who might come to see Butler. I’d like you to tell me if he does.”

			The serving girl shakes her head. “Men go up and down those stairs all the time. How am I to tell one from another?”

			“This one,” Ultan tells her, dropping the purse into the pocket of her apron, “will have come from Ireland. He is short and dark and mean. He’ll make his presence known because he cannot help himself. Let me know when he arrives, and I’ll give you that much coin again.”

			“And what is his name?”

			“Sir Richard Bingham.”
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			“Bingham will hang my son,” Grace says. “And he will have my brother drawn and quartered.”

			Thomas Butler sits at his desk, fingers steepled beneath his chin, waiting for his mulled wine to cool. “And pray tell why this unfortunate set of circumstances requires an audience with the Queen?”

			Funny what savage negotiations can be hidden behind the veil of civility. Grace has taken mulled wine most every day of her life, but never as a means of dignifying a dark topic. When discussing death, she’d rather have whiskey.

			It has been three days since she ambushed Tom in his private quarters on Wapping Street, but he has finally summoned her to his office at Blackfriars. There is a silver decanter and two cut-glass goblets before them. He lifts the one nearest him. Sips. The wine is black, like his hair, like his sobriquet.

			Like his heart, she thinks.

			“Bingham has arrested them under false charges.” She takes a sip from her own goblet, then says, “But in Her Majesty’s name. He holds them captive at Athlone Castle, on property confiscated by her crown. This has everything to do with your queen.”

			“Careful, Grace.” Butler shifts uncomfortably in his chair, as though they are not speaking alone, in Irish, behind closed doors. “Or one might think you reject her authority as Queen of Ireland.”

			“Ireland has no queen beyond the Pale. And Connaught none but myself.”

			She thinks he might laugh, that the idea of her a queen is so ludicrous it deserves no other response. Instead, there is a growl to his voice.

			“Whatever power you think you hold does not extend to these shores. Tell me why I should not send you away or have you arrested for treason?”

			Formerly a Dominican monastery, Blackfriars—the estate now belonging to the tenth Earl of Ormond—is a sprawling residence located on the north bank of the Thames. The original third-floor library has been converted to Butler’s private office and boasts a clear view across the river. Or it would, on a day without drizzling rain and smothering fog. As it stands, Grace can see only as far as the water gate and the small punt docked there. All the wharves along the Southwark bank across the river are obscured. As are Thomas Butler’s thoughts regarding her predicament.

			“Because I have already written to Her Majesty.” She studies his expression. “That surprises you? Literate women are not so rare as you might think on our fair isle. At least not in my household.”

			“What was the nature of these communications?”

			“The danger of increased hostilities among the northern clans, should Bingham’s behavior go unchecked. His title is Governor of Connaught, though he is little more than a warlord. His ambitions threaten another rebellion, Tom. So, yes, I come to negotiate on behalf of my kin, but also to warn that the fire which has been smoldering these last forty years is about to catch. And when it does, stamping it out will make your queen both weaker and poorer.”

			This more than anything else appears to unsettle him. “And has she responded to your letter?”

			“I had no time to await a reply. Bingham has taken Tibbot and Donal. Should he execute them, the tinderbox in the north will ignite. Ulster is eager for war. The O’Neills rally troops as we speak. They ally themselves, once again, with Spain. Elizabeth will have more trouble in Ireland than she wants. I must address this situation with her in person. And soon.”

			Finally, he laughs. “You are a pirate, Grace! You have terrorized Her Majesty’s ships and Her Majesty’s men for over forty years.”

			“And you are one of her favorites, Tom. You can get me before the Queen.”

			“You think highly of my powers if you believe that Elizabeth Tudor does my bidding.”

			“You are cousins.”

			“Barely, and that means little to her in any case.”

			Grace tilts her head to the side. “I might not have a court such as this. But I do understand politics and loyalty. I understand that a leader is safe only when surrounded by those who can be trusted—a queen even more so. She trusts you, Tom. And I know that the man she trusts most is William Cecil. Get me in front of him, that I might make my case for an audience.”

			“Lord Burghley is no fan of yours either, Grace.”

			“Is he aligned with Bingham?”

			“He is aligned only with the Queen. And as you are a threat to her tenuous control of Ireland, he has long made a study of your activities in Connaught. What makes you believe that he will meet with you, much less champion your cause?”

			“I do not need a champion, Tom. Only an introduction. I am well prepared to make my case.”

			“And if he refuses?”

			“He won’t.”

			Butler’s empty cup clatters back to its saucer, the first sign of his frustration. Behind him, the rain turns sideways and pelts the leaded window. Grace waits, listening to the tap-tap-tap-tapping of the summer storm. Ultan is out there somewhere across the river, walking the alleys of Southwark, keeping an eye on her crew, listening for news, bribing potential allies.

			“Lord Burghley has grown old. And infirm,” Butler finally says. “His patience has gone the way of his health.”

			“But his sense of duty has not.”

			“It was only five years ago that he convinced Elizabeth to execute her own cousin. Mary Stuart was beheaded simply for being implicated in a plot to kill the Queen. That is how his sense of duty works. But you, Grace? Burghley has more than accusations against you. He has documented your acts of treason for decades.”

			“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you cared, Tom.”

			His answering scowl makes her laugh.

			“I do not fear Lord Burghley.”

			“You should. He is the most powerful man in England.”

			Grace pushes her chair back from the desk. She brushes a hand across her skirt, smoothing the wrinkles in her lap. “And yet a woman is on the throne.”
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			Grace had not thought she would be escorted through the front entrance, into the central courtyard, across the house, and into the gardens. She assumed that William Cecil would receive her in his office, as had Black Tom. Perhaps sequester her in one of the corner turrets of his mansion on the Strand. She expected their meeting would be encumbered by pomp and procedure, that she would be required to curtsy. Instead, she finds herself standing at the back of the three-story brick house before a half-dressed man tending a beehive. Gone are Lord Burghley’s official crimson robes and pretentious air. He looks almost reverent as he holds a smoking branch in one hand and a dripping honeycomb in the other. Until this moment, Grace thought she hated this city.

			Three long weeks she waited for this invitation. Waited and fretted and cursed the court machinations that keep her helpless. Grace is used to wild green places and endless seas. She is used to giving the orders and having them obeyed without question. She cannot stomach sitting behind plush walls. Escaping her confines at Blackfriars does her little good either. This city is built too close, stacked on top of itself. It requires a carriage, many miles, and half the day before she can find anything resembling an open field, much less a forest. Most days she makes do with a walk along the Strand and Ultan for company. But even then, she is bombarded by relentless sights and sounds and smells. The thoroughfare that connects the City of London to Westminster is unevenly cobbled and reeks of sewage, thanks to the open channel that carries refuse down the middle of the street. Known as the “kennel,” this trough collects every manner of waste from the homes, taverns, shops, and brewhouses that run along its course, emptying at various points directly into the Thames.

			“No wonder the river is brown,” she had muttered not thirty minutes ago as she and Ultan made their way to Cecil House.

			And the crowds! Fishwives calling out the day’s catch. Law students from the Inns of Court strutting in their black robes. Bakers and butchers. Noblemen on horses and fine ladies in carriages. Servants everywhere, bustling about in their neat white caps. Watermen at the top of every set of river stairs, barking out their prices for passage across the river. Hucksters and pickpockets, beggars and porters. Even drovers, with their little herds of sheep and pigs, all vying for space along the road.

			No wonder the ladies of this city walk about with perfumed handkerchiefs. It is a riot of noise and smell.

			One block boasts a sprawling mansion with manicured gardens leading down to the river, and on the next, a row of shoddily built wooden-framed homes and shops and taverns lean into one another.

			It took thirty minutes for her to traverse the crowds on Fleet Street, then along the Strand, and now to Cecil House, where Lord Burghley has his back to her.

			The young woman who escorted them to the garden clears her throat, then stuns Grace by speaking in Irish. “Mi’ Lord? A Mistress O’Malley to see you.”

			“Smoke has this effect on most living creatures,” Cecil says in a rich baritone as he turns around and lifts the piece of honeycomb. Thick amber liquid runs down his thumb and seven bees rest atop it, fast asleep. “Though I prefer mine when it comes from a pipe.”

			He also speaks in clear, fluent Irish.

			Cecil looks at the young girl. Nods. “Thank you, Bess.”

			She curtsies and is off in a rush. When Grace turns back to William Cecil, she understands how he has kept his position. His gaze alone is heavy, traversing her from head to foot. There is nothing prurient in his inspection. It is only curious. And she thinks he is committing every detail of her demeanor and attire to memory.

			“So you are the famous pirate queen of Ireland?”

			A trap she neatly sidesteps. “I am Gráinne Ní Mháille. Thank you for taking this appointment.”

			“And who have you brought with you? A bodyguard?” He studies Ultan for a beat, then flicks his gaze back to Grace.

			“A friend. I find that your country is less tolerant than mine of women conducting business on their own.”

			He shrugs. “London can be dangerous.”

			“So I hear.”

			William Cecil lifts the latch on a small basket at his feet, shoos the sleepy bees from his comb, then places it inside the wicker box. “For my lunch,” he explains. “I’ve a sweet tooth and prefer to know the source of my food. I’m sure you can understand why.”

			“I, too, believe in taking precautions,” she says.

			Cecil bends to a bucket at the base of his hive and washes his hands. Then he extinguishes the smoking torch in its water. “Come. Walk with me.”

			He extends his arm to a wide gravel path that leads them beneath an arbor and into a small walled garden. Ultan lingers behind, out of earshot.

			“My kitchen garden,” Cecil explains. “A smaller version of the one at my country house in Stamford. Both grow enough herbs and vegetables to serve the daily needs of my household. I designed them myself, and find there are few things that I am more proud of. Excepting my service to the Queen. Which is, of course, the reason for your visit?”

			Grace opens her mouth to respond, but he waves her words away.

			“No need to rehash,” he says. “Black Tom told me all about it. You’ve run into some trouble with Bingham, I take it?”

			“I have.”

			“And you fear another uprising in the north?”

			“I do.”

			“And you would like me to take your petition to the Queen?”

			“No. I would like to deliver it myself.”

			“Why? She’ll likely act on my advice either way, and I can save you the trouble.”

			“Would you leave it to the advice of a stranger if it were your son about to be hanged? Your brother? Bingham has already killed one of my sons.”

			“My son would not have been so foolish to get himself caught.”

			“Foolish or not, one hundred armed men to one in an ambush are poor odds. Tibbot accepted the loss, and lives. For now.”

			“He has not your prowess in battle?” Cecil raises one silver brow. “I have heard tales. Sir Henry Sidney, in particular, was quite taken with you when he last visited Ireland. I could not get him to shut up about that show you made of your fleet in Galway Harbor.”

			“He did not seem taken at the time, My Lord.”

			“Ah. Then you do not know him. But I see that your circumstances have changed. Instead of offering your rather impressive services to my countryman, you are the one in need of favors.”

			“I do not consider my petition a favor. Bingham commits injustice in Her Majesty’s name, and the consequences of ignoring his actions or, worse, endorsing them will incite rebellion. I believe I can convince the Queen of such, if she will grant me an audience.”

			Cecil bends to pluck dead blooms from a flowering bush. “This city is filled with many thousands of supplicants, all of whom believe their needs are as urgent as yours. And Her Majesty’s time is limited. I will not recommend this meeting without further information about your person, your history, and your cause.”

			“I am happy to answer any questions you might have.”

			“I am glad to hear it,” Cecil tells her, and it isn’t until he smiles that she realizes he has laid a clever trap at her feet. “You will, of course, forgive me for wanting those answers in writing.”
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			The letter arrives by messenger a week later. Grace is seated in the parlor at Blackfriars with Thomas Butler, drinking port and desperately trying to find any thread of conversation that she can tolerate, when the steward enters, a silver tray gripped between his gloved hands.

			“For you, Mistress O’Malley,” he says, bending at the waist.

			Grace lifts the sealed parchment from the tray and notes the royal seal, stamped with wax. She does not realize that she’s jumped to her feet until she hears Tom’s voice.

			“What—?”

			“If you will excuse me,” she says, then turns on her heel and leaves the room without explanation. Tom calls after her, but she ignores him.

			As she closes the parlor door, she hears his low voice interrogating the steward. Ultan stands in the hallway waiting for her, as usual, and looking for all the world as though he’d prefer to hang himself from boredom.

			“Hurry,” she tells him.

			“Where?”

			“To Niamh. I don’t want Tom’s spies reading this.” She holds up the letter and his eyes grow round at the seal. “And I certainly don’t want his input on my response.”

			Grace knows they’re being followed as they leave Blackfriars. But she also knows that Ultan has spent most of his time in London learning the streets and alleys, the wharves and piers of this sprawling city. So once they are out the door, around the corner, and onto Thames Street, Ultan grabs her wrist and darts into the crowd.

			“Duck your head,” he says. “All that red hair makes you stand out.”

			“Be glad it’s not silver.”

			“For feck’s sake, Gráinne, look around. Silver hair would help you blend in.”

			Indeed, many of the women around them are old and bent, gray, with toothless gums. She looks near regal in comparison. After a moment, Ultan tugs her into the nearest alley and they press their backs against the tilting wooden structure.

			“Just give them a few minutes to lose us,” he says.

			Grace hates the way cities smell, the way all these living bodies are pressed up against one another, like fish in a barrel. She cannot fathom why anyone would willingly live in such a place. She is wondering how she would survive such a thing herself when Ultan leads them into the street again.

			It doesn’t take long to reach the ship. They go east along Thames Street, passing St. Paul’s Cathedral, then the Steelyard. They go past Vintry Ward and Dowgate, and then they are at Billingsgate and on the dock. Niamh is tucked in at the far end, between two larger Portuguese vessels. She’s nearly invisible. Ultan follows Grace down the pier, across the deck, and into the cabin. He watches while she lights a lantern and sets it on her desk.

			He sits on the bed with a grunt. “G’wan, read it then.”

			The letter is written in Latin. And not from Elizabeth, after all. It is from William Cecil, Lord High Treasurer of England, on the Queen’s behalf.

			“He did say that he had questions,” she mutters.

			“What sort?”

			Grace holds up a finger, ordering silence as she reads. Cecil has gotten to the point. Few formalities. She lays the papers on the small weathered desk when she’s done reading.

			“There are eighteen questions,” she tells him, “that the Queen requires I answer before she will decide whether to grant me an audience.”

			He scowls. “What are they?”

			Grace looks at the papers again. “Complicated.”

			Some of Elizabeth’s questions are easy enough to answer:

			
				Who is your father and mother?

				Who was your first husband?

				What sons did you have by him?

			

			And others are irrelevant to her current situation. The English queen is curious about Grace’s relationship to several Irishmen at court who own lands and estates in Connaught. But sprinkled among them Cecil has laid pretty traps, any one of which might spell her doom if she steps in them. He wants to know the specifics of Irish law regarding the financial arrangement for widows. There is much interest in the various lands and castles associated with the O’Malley, O’Flaherty, and Bourke families. The most troubling question, however, has to do with how Grace has provided for herself since becoming a widow for the second time. She could lie and be pressed for details. Or she can admit to piracy and be delivered to the Hanging Docks.

			“He is clever. I’ll give him that,” Grace says.

			Ultan glares at the papers. “What will you do?”

			“Answer very carefully,” she tells him. “Lest the both of us end up garroted and hanging over the Thames as well.”
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			It takes Grace the better part of the day to answer William Cecil’s questions. She is careful to write with her left hand so that the letter is clean and clear. Legible. She answers, word for word, in Latin.

			
				My father was called Eóin O’Malley, chieftain of the O’Malley clan…

				My mother was called Margaret O’Malley…

				My first husband was Donal O’Flaherty, and during his lifetime chieftain…

			

			The fourth question burns, still, even though she has read it over and over.

			
				What sons did you have by him?

			

			Her answer:

			
				My first son, Eóin, was murdered…

			

			Her hand begins to move, almost of its own accord, as she transcribes the story of Eóin’s death. She gives every detail she knows. Every bit of Bingham’s treachery:

			That night Eóin was apprehended and tied with a rope with eighteen of his chief followers…John Bingham caused the said eighteen persons without trial or good cause to be hanged…The next night Eóin was cruelly murdered, having twelve deadly wounds…

			On and on she goes, answering each interrogatory to the best of her ability, laying out her case for why Bingham must be permanently removed from office. Why her lands must be restored to her. Why the Queen must grant this audience.
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			“You aren’t so canny as you think,” a small voice tells Ultan as he leans against the tilted wall of the Town at Ramsgate later that evening. “I can see the tip of your boots stick out from the shadows.”

			“Perhaps I wanted you to see,” he tells the little serving girl.

			She snorts. “I’ve been dodging grabby hands since I was eight. And I can smell a pipe a mile off.”

			“Then why have you wandered down this alley?” he asks.

			“Because I want the rest of my money.”

			“Has he come?” Ultan asks.

			“Stomped up those stairs last night in a rage.”

			“I’d imagine Black Tom gets many visitors. How do you know this is the one I’m after?” he asks.

			“This one came straight from a boat.”

			“These”—he waves a hand—“are the Hanging Docks. Most of the men within a mile come from a boat. How do you know he’s the right one?”

			“Because I went up the stairs after him and listened at the door. This one said he’d just docked and wanted to lodge with Butler. But Butler said it wasn’t possible, not unless he wanted his throat cut by ‘that O’Malley woman.’ Told him to find his own lodgings. There was some shouting then. Something about the Queen. Then Butler said, ‘Be careful, Bingham,’ and that’s how I knew it was your man.”

			Ultan reaches into his pocket. Pulls out a small coin purse. He tosses it to the girl, and she plucks it out of the air. She is quick and agile, and Ultan thinks that she will do well for herself in the end. If she can keep away from those grabby hands.

			“You must tell me,” he says, “if Bingham comes back.”

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1546

				“Betrothal”
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			Grace is sixteen years old

			
			She sits so straight her back hurts. The privy chamber is dim and warm this afternoon, a glow from the hearth dancing across her face. There are two glasses and a decanter on the table between her and Finola Bourke. Grace has been summoned to account for her behavior, but she would rather throw open the great arched window and dive out headfirst. She wants to scratch her itchy nose. She wants to touch her lips, still warm and swollen from kissing Richard.

			“So you and my son, then?” Finola Bourke asks.

			“Is that what your brother told you?”

			Finola shakes her head. Sighs. “Donal,” she reminds Grace, “has a name. And if you’d bother to use it once in a while, he likely wouldn’t stay in such a bad temper.”

			“His temper is not my fault.”

			“It may be yours to manage in the end, so if I were you, I’d start learning how.” Finola pours them each a glass of something that looks like wine.

			“I am not going to marry your brother,” Grace announces. “Or Walter.”

			Finola flicks a wrist at this. “Next I’m sure you’ll tell me that you don’t intend to marry anyone, that you’re choosing travel and adventure instead. I’ve heard it all before, Gráinne. But that is not a life available to you.” Her smile is cruel when she adds, “Oh, don’t look at me like that. Do you think I didn’t feel the same way at fifteen, when I was given to a man twice my age?”

			It is pouring outside and heavy rain pelts the leaded-glass window beside them. It sounds like chickens pecking at a pile of rocks, and for several long moments it is the only sound in the stuffy room.

			“Please—” Finola motions to the cup in front of Grace. “Don’t be shy.”

			She takes a nervous sip. “Port?”

			“I prefer it to wine. I find it…complex. A bit like you. I confess, I had not noticed the growing affection between you and my son these last three years.”

			That is because we kept it well hidden, Grace thinks. Until today.

			O’Flaherty found them kissing in an alcove not an hour ago. It was their only mistake since being caught by the steward the year before.

			Grace has spent every afternoon with Finola Bourke in this very room during her lessons. Sewing. Mathematics. Finances. Chess. She has learned much under Finola’s tutelage. But never under such scrutiny. For a moment, she considers denying the accusation. Decides silence is her best defense.

			“My brother was quite put out by that kiss. And surprised. He had no idea that you and Richard are…well…what exactly is your relationship with my son?”

			“I have two friends in this world, Finola. My brother and Richard.”

			Finola takes a sip of her port and rolls it slowly around her mouth before swallowing. “You are not in trouble, Gráinne. I only mean to understand this situation so that I might best assist the both of you.”

			“Assist?”

			“You don’t hide in alcoves kissing your brother. So I gather you are fonder of my son than the term friendship would imply?”

			Blushing feels silly. Not the kind of thing a young woman who has spent the last three years learning to fight with a knife would do. And yet she cannot keep her cheeks from burning.

			“We are friends. And perhaps more,” she admits.

			“Are ye lovers as well? Has my son taken you to bed?”

			“Of course not!”

			“Pity.” Finola leans back and taps her fingers on the arm of her chair. “This would be easier if you were with child. Or could at least claim to be.”

			“I don’t understand. I…you aren’t angry?”

			And then Finola Bourke laughs. “Goodness no.”

			“Even though I don’t want your brother?”

			Finola narrows her eyes. “Barring unforeseen circumstances, my son will never be chieftain. And your father will settle for nothing less. If you wanted Richard, you should have gone about seducing him sooner.”

			This blunt talk flusters Grace and she takes a bigger swallow of the rich, smooth port. “I hadn’t intended on seducing him. Or anyone.”

			Finola clucks her tongue. “You were sent here to be prepared for marriage. What did you think was involved? If Richard is the one you want, you should have used your powers on him.”

			“I have no power!” The words come out louder than Grace intends. “None!”

			“Stupid girl. Of course you do. You have all the power. Right between your legs.”

			“Are you suggesting that I…” Grace’s mouth hangs open on that last word.

			Finola waves the idea away. “ ’Tis a bit late for that, I’m afraid. Your fosterage ends tonight when your parents arrive to collect you. Your best chance at claiming Richard was to be visibly pregnant with his child when The O’Malley arrived. It would have been complicated. But it might have worked.”

			This conversation has gone too fast and taken more turns than Grace could have expected. “Are you going to tell The MacWilliam about the kiss?” she asks.

			“No,” Finola laughs. “ ’Tis inconsequential. But here is something to remember for the future. I will be quite blunt so that you do not misunderstand me: Sex is little more than a game of chess. And the queen is the most powerful piece on the board. She can bend a king to her will. Men will call you a cunt for that. Take it as a compliment, for they are acknowledging your power. Throughout history, the cunt remains undefeated, Gráinne. And when you finally learn to use that power, I believe you will be quite dangerous indeed.”
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			The young O’Flaherty finds Richard Bourke listening at the privy chamber door. Oh, he’s acting casual about it, arms crossed over his chest, leaning against the wall.

			“My turn,” O’Flaherty tells him, clenching his fists.

			Richard makes a lazy assessment, eyes rolling over him in disdain. He steps away with a flourish. “G’wan. I’ve heard enough anyway,” he says, then moves off down the hallway at a leisurely stroll. It’s a wonder he doesn’t start whistling.

			O’Flaherty is raising his fist to knock when Gráinne pulls the door open. She stops short, then glares at him. Her cheeks are red and her lips are pinched and he thinks that Finola must have given her a piece of her mind. Good. Best Gráinne learn now not to trifle with the men around her. She pushes past him and rushes off in the same direction as Richard.

			“You called for me?” he asks, striding toward the empty chair in front of his sister.

			“Close the door,” Finola tells him.

			It shuts with a click and he goes to the empty chair.

			“Don’t bother sitting,” she says.

			He stops. Grinds his teeth. Yes, she is older and married to The MacWilliam, but she ought to remember her place. And his.

			“I have an idea,” Finola says. “I think you’ll approve.”

			“Does it involve me beating Richard bloody?”

			“You will let my son alone. And you will forget what you saw today. This is more important.”

			“How so?”

			“You still want that girl, don’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“I can make that happen. But there’s something I need in return.”

			O’Flaherty glares at his sister. “What?”

			“I need you to remove an obstacle for me.”

			“What is it?”

			“Not what.” Finola lifts her glass and tips the remainder of its contents into her mouth. “Who. I want you to kill Walter so that Richard can become The MacWilliam.”
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			Richard stands in the shadows and reaches out for Gráinne as she passes. He catches her by the wrist, then clamps his other hand across her mouth when she cries out.

			“ ’Tis only me,” he whispers.

			“What are you doing?”

			“We need to talk.”

			She pulls her hand free of his grip. “I don’t want another lecture today.”

			“Then come with me.”

			A few steps bring them to the stairs and then they are going down and around and down some more. They pass the Great Hall and the kitchens and finally step into the cellar, which is far more crowded than the first time they met here. Boxes and crates and barrels stacked everywhere. Hams hanging from the ceiling and straw across the floor. He leads her to the back and takes both hands this time. Brushes his lips against her knuckles.

			“I heard what my mother told you,” he says.

			Gráinne’s face turns the color of his mother’s port. “I had no plans to seduce you!”

			Richard pulls her tight against his body. He tucks his face into the crook of her neck. “I wish you had. I wish you had done everything my mother suggested. You’d have heard no complaints from me.” He laughs but there is little humor in it. “I can’t stand the thought of you married to my brother. Much less that fecking O’Flaherty.”

			He has seen most every side of her. The laughter and the anger. Her silence and her wit. But Richard Bourke has never seen her cry until now. But the wave builds and builds as she pulls the air into her chest; then it crashes over him in a sob. He holds her and lets her weep.

			“I don’t know what to do,” she says after some time.

			It is a ludicrous idea, one that could end in violence—or even war—if he isn’t careful. But it came to him while he listened to his mother explain to the girl he loves that he is not a choice she gets to make.

			“Marry me,” he tells her. “We can leave. Right now, if you like. You’ll not have to marry either of them if you are already married to me.”
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			Rain is falling softly on Rockfleet Castle when the O’Malley and O’Flaherty ships slide into the deep channel leading to the tower house. Eóin has beaten him in, but only just. They are stacked bow to stern, with Niamh in front. He can see O’Flaherty standing in the prow, tense as a bowstring.

			“That’s odd,” Maeve says as the crew swirls around them drawing in the sails.

			“I’d wager he expects to have a word.”

			“About?”

			Eóin raises one arched brow. “Our daughter.”

			The ship called Scian Catha is in no real danger of ramming Niamh, though it is anchored closer than Eóin would prefer. He watches O’Flaherty’s crew steady the plank between boat and shore so that their captain can disembark.

			“Tell The MacWilliam that I will be in shortly,” Eóin says, his hand on Maeve’s elbow as he helps her to the front steps of the tower house.

			“So much for a warm welcome,” she says. “The entire household greeted us last time.”

			“It’s the rain. He’ll be just inside. And I’ll only be a moment longer.”

			Eóin sets his palm to the hilt of his cutlass and waits for O’Flaherty to join him on the broad stone landing outside the tower house.

			“A word before we go in?” O’Flaherty asks.

			“I assumed that was your purpose.”

			“Then you’ll forgive me for getting to the point.”

			“I’d expect nothing less from the man who named his ship Battle Knife,” Eóin says.

			O’Flaherty is not one to smile, but there is a splash of good humor in his eyes. “My son has grown fond of Gráinne. He’s written numerous times to tell me as much.”

			“Odd. She’s made no mention of him at all.”

			“He wishes to marry her.”

			“Surely you know that he is not alone in that?”

			O’Flaherty wipes the rain away from his face with the back of his hand. “Have you and The MacWilliam come to an arrangement, then?”

			“That remains between him and me.”

			A grunt. “I have a better offer.”

			“I very much doubt that.”

			“It has nothing to do with her dowry. I do not care about your cattle, O’Malley.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“How many ships does The MacWilliam have?” O’Flaherty asks.

			“You would have to ask him,” Eóin says, though he knows the answer perfectly well.

			David Bourke is in possession of two fine galleys. Neither so big as Niamh, nor as sleek as Scian Catha, but the Bourke clan isn’t known for their enterprises at sea. With vast land holdings and five thousand head of cattle, they do not need to conquer the water—only traverse it on occasion.

			O’Flaherty grins. “You are the only man in western Ireland who has more ships than I.”

			“Do you mean to offer me a ship in exchange for my daughter?” he asks.

			“No. I mean to offer all of them.”

			Eóin turns to glance at the tower house and the open door. It yawns at them like a missing tooth in a wide mouth, but no one is standing there listening to this conversation. Or at least none that Eóin can see. And he thinks it would be hard to hear them over the rain regardless.

			“Speak plainly, O’Flaherty.”

			“If our families unite, we can create the first real seafaring dynasty in Ireland. A fleet of ships—and lands that cover the entire western coast. I do not think The MacWilliam can offer you both land and sea.”

			Eóin considers this point. “That would leave him only two points of entry to the Atlantic.”

			A wicked grin splits O’Flaherty’s face. “Just so. He would have Rockfleet, but it goes through Clew Bay, which you control—”

			“And Portacloy in the North Atlantic,” Eóin finishes.

			“And together we would control half the land in Connaught, instead of only a quarter each.”

			“We is a strong word, O’Flaherty. There is nothing in our long acquaintance that makes me believe you are a man willing to share.”

			“It would be a strong alliance.”

			Eóin says nothing. A roll of thunder in the distant hills is followed by a gust of wind, throwing rain into their eyes.

			“Well?” O’Flaherty demands.

			It isn’t a shout, but his words are louder now, tinged with impatience.

			“The MacWilliam is waiting for us,” Eóin says.
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			Maeve had not realized she would miss her daughter so much. Her presence, of course. But all the other things as well. Laughter and conversation and the sound of her voice. The smell of Gráinne’s skin as Maeve tucks her face into her daughter’s neck nearly brings her to tears. She is both young and old. Child and woman. Flowers and wool, green grass and blue sky. And how Gráinne has grown! There is no girl left in her; she is only woman, and the look in those gray eyes is one of such joy and relief that Maeve could weep. And perhaps she will. But only later, once they are back home on Clare with Gráinne tucked safe beneath their roof.

			As before, the table in The MacWilliam’s Great Hall is piled high with every kind of food. Servants skirt the walls and arrange platters as the families enter.

			“Let us feast!” The MacWilliam calls, and they each go to their places.

			Gráinne gives Maeve a quick peck on the cheek before retreating to the far end of the table, where she once again sits between the chieftains’ sons. All eyes are on their daughter again tonight, but this time Gráinne does not seem young and nervous. She looks confident in a way she did not three years ago.

			“Where is Donal?” Eóin asks.

			Maeve shakes her head. He isn’t at the table.

			The O’Flaherty watches Eóin with an interest that makes Maeve nervous. She will ask about their conversation the moment she can get her husband alone. But for now she settles into the warmth of the Great Hall and the comfort of her daughter’s presence.

			The MacWilliam stands, glass in hand, to make his toast, even as a murmuring grows at the far end of the room. “What is this?” he asks.

			Donal walks to the foot of the table holding the hand of a young woman. Finola Bourke gasps, then stiffens. Her eyes narrow, her jaw clenches. The room falls silent, every head turned in their direction.

			David Bourke, The MacWilliam of Connaught, is smiling, but Maeve cannot tell whether there is any good humor in it. His lips seem wrapped too tightly around his teeth. “Do you wish to make the toast, then, young O’Malley?” he asks.

			Donal clears his throat and the voice that emerges is more confident than Maeve has ever heard him use. “I do. And I would like to begin by introducing my wife, Nora.”
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			“I have apparently kept an eye on the wrong child these last years,” The MacWilliam tells Eóin once the furor has died down and they are all seated at the table again. There is a new addition this time. The girl, Nora, looking uncomfortable in her place at the table beside Donal.

			“They are handfast?” Eóin asks.

			The MacWilliam nods. “For several months, apparently.”

			“Is she with child?”

			“They have not said.”

			“It matters little. They have consummated, if the smug look on Donal’s face is any clue,” Eóin says, then turns to The MacWilliam. “And here I thought you had only sons?”

			The MacWilliam lowers his voice. His words are not so quiet that Finola can’t hear, but it is clear he does not intend them for her. “I have never recognized her.”

			Eóin’s gaze returns to Donal and Nora. At least the girl has the courage to look up and meet his glance. Even though she looks away first, she is not ashamed, only curious. And defiant.

			“Pray tell, what have you been worried about, then?”

			“I would not call it worry,” The MacWilliam says with a wry smile and then a glance to O’Flaherty, who is listening intently to their conversation. “But I have taken note that Richard and Gráinne seem to have formed an attachment.”

			“Richard? She came here to become acquainted with Walter.”

			“And my son,” The O’Flaherty growls.

			“It seems your daughter has cast a wide net, O’Malley. According to my sources, she and Richard have snuck off together most every morning since her arrival.”

			“I’ve heard nothing of this,” O’Flaherty says, pushing his chair back in irritation.

			The MacWilliam laughs. “You wouldn’t have.”

			“And why is that?” Eóin asks.

			“Because my source is discreet. Nora is many things—but she is no liar.”

			Though Eóin and The MacWilliam hold their gaze without blinking, Eóin can see Finola and The O’Flaherty share a glance from the corner of his eye. Whatever question The O’Flaherty whispers, Finola shakes her head in response.
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			In three years, Walter Bourke has given Grace little more than disdain and a single unwanted kiss. Seven years older, and rarely at the castle, he has always treated her like an inconvenience, an irritant. Until tonight.

			Tonight, he looks at her as though she is part of the meal.

			His eyes travel her face and her body. His attention settles on her like a wool blanket in summer. Too heavy. Too warm. Itchy.

			She tries to shift from beneath its weight but feels pinned. Donal is no help. He hovers over Nora, tense, expecting a fight from every direction. And her parents are engaged in some kind of deep conversation at the other end of the table, looking at her occasionally with surprise and suspicion. She wonders if Finola told them about the kiss.

			Well, the kiss Finola knows about, at least. There have been a great many others.

			Perhaps that is why Richard has taken the seat to her left tonight, directly across from his brother. Still, he is little protection, not with the young O’Flaherty on his other side, all of them watching her like she might escape.

			And for a moment she thinks of doing so. It would be easy to make some excuse about needing to relieve herself. Or she could shock them all by claiming she must tend to her monthlies.

			Grace is forming this plan when she feels the gentle pressure of Richard’s knee against hers.

			Just a nudge.

			I’m here, it says. Don’t worry.

			And so, for now, she doesn’t.
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			The next morning, Grace feels the tension in the air as they bid their farewells on the steps of Rockfleet Castle. The rain has dimmed to a soft mist and the clouds look like feathers—gray and white and charcoal. All of Rockfleet Castle is in upheaval.

			Donal’s announcement has made sure of that.

			Both O’Flahertys had gone so deep into their cups that they were slurring their words an hour into the meal. They slept at the table, heads in their hands. Grace spent her final night at Rockfleet on a pallet by her parents’ bed, as her room had been given to the happy couple. There was no chance to find Richard and see how serious he is about his plan.

			Now the goodbyes have all been said and her trunk is loaded onto the ship and Richard Bourke is lifting her hand to his lips in farewell. His eyes are unhappy. They’re filled with warning—and no wonder. The MacWilliam and Walter are off to the side whispering.

			“Take care, Gráinne,” Richard says. He lowers his voice and whispers, “I will come for you as soon as I can get away.”

			She nods and blinks hard.

			He grips her hand tighter. Looks her in the eyes. “Ego te expectabo.”

			She offers him a trembling smile in return.

			Then Eóin escorts her onto the deck of Niamh and shouts orders to his crew. They watch the Scian Catha push off, then row down the channel and into the bay. Niamh follows shortly after, and Grace stands at the gunwale, watching Rockfleet fade into the distance.

			“ ’Tis a strange name for a ship, don’t you think?” Maeve asks. “Battle Knife? I thought it was bad luck to give them anything but a woman’s name.”

			When Grace looks at her father, his eyes are on the O’Flaherty ship and its big white sails.

			“I asked him that once, many years ago, and he said he’s a man who makes his own luck.”

			Grace is glad to see the other ship go, and its men with it. But as they slide farther into the bay, as Niamh’s sails are unfurled and the wind catches them with a snap, she feels a tug in her chest that has her turning back to Rockfleet.

			Once they reach the wider waters of Clew Bay, her spirits finally lift. The wind and the salt and the smell of brine and sky. She closes her eyes in relief. She has gotten away from Walter and the young O’Flaherty without making promises to either of them.

			“Are you tired?” Eóin asks. He has come to stand beside her, his hand resting between her shoulder blades.

			“I am ready to go home.”

			He frowns. “As is your brother. Now that he’s acquired his prize.”

			“Are you displeased? I like her very much, if that makes a difference. Though I know you’d rather he married a noblewoman who could give you some advantage.”

			“I have not yet decided how I feel,” he says. “At the very least, your brother has missed his chance at a dowry.”

			Eóin’s thumb rubs a circle onto the fabric of her dress. “And what about you? Have you decided what you want?”

			She is startled that he would ask. “Surely you must know?”

			“I did hear rumors. But they go in two directions. Is it Walter Bourke or Donal O’Flaherty that you have decided on?”

			Grace shakes her head. “I want neither of them.”

			“Is there a third option that I am unaware of?”

			So he knows, then, she thinks, and searches his face for any sign of encouragement. Seeing nothing, she remains silent.

			“Walter will become The MacWilliam. And Donal will be The O’Flaherty. Richard is the second son of a second wife. I intend better for you than second. Richard is not an option for you.”

			She knows what his quiet, calm tone of voice means. Knows it, and disregards it. Grace turns back to the water and gives him the only answer she can think of. “Then take me to Spain. As you promised.”

			“You must let that go,” her father says.

			“You won’t take me?”

			“No. ’Tis time for you to be married.”

			“I do not want to be married!” Her voice comes out louder than she anticipated, almost a shout.

			They have argued before, but never once has she screamed at her father.

			“Gráinne,” Maeve warns. “Enough.”

			Her mother angles herself between them, close enough that she might intervene if this goes any further.

			“You have what you want! Donal has married a chieftain’s daughter—”

			“—who can give us no advantage,” Eóin interrupts. “No lands. No dowry.”

			“She can give you heirs! An alliance!”

			“That. Is. Your. Job!” he bellows.

			“Am I to be chattel? A broodmare with nice manners?”

			“You think so little of your duty? Your family? I have never pretended that you had any other role than this.”

			“No,” Grace says, “you have only made promises you never intended to keep.”

			Maeve sets a hand to Grace’s sleeve. Tries to tug her closer.

			She yanks her arm free and turns her ferocity upon her mother. “Do not take his part.”

			“Look around you,” Maeve admonishes. “You go too far.”

			Niamh does not sail with a full crew, but thirty men watch the exchange, stunned that she would speak to their captain—their chieftain—in such a way.

			The last time she challenged her father before his crew, she was sent home to her mother in shame, her head nearly bald. But Grace is angry and reckless and scared. It doesn’t matter that she prefers Richard or that Rockfleet could be her home. It only matters that she not be sent away again.

			“I will not marry either of them,” she growls. “You can’t make me.”

			Not once in her sixteen years has Eóin ever raised a hand to her. Not until now. His arm is up, the back of his hand splayed and flying toward her face.

			It is instinct, really. Training. All that time spent grappling with Richard. She blocks her father’s blow in a swift circular motion, knocking his arm away.

			They stand toe to toe, blue fire in his eyes and gray fury in hers.

			Then come the gasps.

			From Maeve.

			And the crew.

			And Donal, who left his bride in the cabin to see what all the shouting is about.

			Maeve is right. Grace has gone too far. She pushed her father too hard. She challenged him before his men. This should be a private argument, but she embarrassed him in public. Whatever mercy he might have been inclined to offer is gone.

			There is gravel in Eóin’s throat when he says, “Donal?”

			“Tá?”

			“Put your sister in the cabin.”

			Donal’s hand is at her waist and he is urging her away when Eóin calls out. But he speaks to her back, for she will not look at him.

			“You have one week!” he shouts. “Walter Bourke or Donal O’Flaherty. Choose one of them. Or I will choose for you.”
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			Grace sits at the bottom of the stairs, listening to her parents talk in the privy chamber. They have been home for days and she has said not a word to either of them. They eat in silence. They work in silence. Grace knows it is petty, that her behavior is unhelpful and unbecoming. But it is her only form of protest.

			“What will you do with Donal?” Maeve asks.

			“I have not decided.”

			“He cannot live in that bothy forever.”

			“Now you worry about where he lives? You were content to let him stay in the village all these years.”

			Maeve sighs. “He is married now.”

			“So it’s Nora you are worried about? Or my reputation? Perhaps you would like to move them in here? Give them Gráinne’s room?”

			Grace cannot see their faces, cannot read their expressions. So she doesn’t know what look is in her mother’s eyes or what makes her father say, “Oh. You think that I will install them here when she is gone.”

			“ ’Tis her home,” Maeve whispers so lightly that Grace can barely hear the tremor in her voice. “Clare should always be her home.”

			There is the rustling of clothing, a quiet sobbing.

			“She is a little girl no longer,” he says. “And when she marries, she’ll not live here again.”

			Grace can only hear a single word of Maeve’s reply: “…days…”

			“Then make the most of them.”

			“How? You have stolen all the time I have left with her. She will not speak to me.”

			Grace does not want to hear her parents argue. She does not want the guilt that comes with knowing they fight because of her. So she slips down the stairs on bare feet, quieter than a breath. Down, down she goes. Past the Great Hall and through the kitchen. Out the door and down the steps. All the way to the rock-strewn beach and stands beneath the moon.

			She searches the dark waters of Clew Bay, hoping to see Richard Bourke coming for her. She sees nothing but white-tipped waves and distant blinking stars.

			Grace reaches for the Sense, but Manannán is silent.
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			Richard lifts a hand to knock on the privy chamber door just as it swings open. His father walks out, tying his trews. His face is ruddy. Beads of sweat on the bridge of his nose and at his temples. He looked pleased with himself. A quick glance over his father’s shoulder and Richard sees Finola in the chair, her leine hanging off one shoulder and hiked up to her hips. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. Takes a long drink of water.

			Richard shudders and turns away.

			“Pack your bag,” his father says.

			It takes a moment to change the course of his thoughts. “For what?”

			“Hunting. We leave immediately.”

			No, no, no. This won’t work. He needs to sail for Clare. Tonight. He needs to get Gráinne away.

			“ ’Tis late,” Richard stammers.

			“I didn’t realize you were afraid of the dark.”

			“I amn’t. I…I can’t go hunting. Not now.”

			“I didn’t ask for the pleasure of your company, Richard.”

			“How long will we be gone?”

			“Two weeks at least,” his father says. “Your mother wants a red stag to mount in the Great Hall.”

			Richard is shaking his head, preparing a defense, when his father shoves past him. “That is an order, son.”

			He is fool enough to look to his mother for help. But when he meets Finola’s eyes, he sees them narrowed. Cunning. And he understands. This was her idea.
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			She does not leave her room until sunset on the day of her betrothal dinner. Grace speaks to no one except Nora, who has been sent to get her ready—not as a servant, but as a friend. A favor that Maeve begged of Donal.

			Grace is bathed and brushed and trussed up like some doll. Her prettiest gown, her hair clean and soft, with a circlet of flowers. They have been in the garret room for hours. Talking mostly. Laughing some. Grace knows that Nora prolongs every task just to keep her company.

			Nora is a gift, and Donal a genius for seeing that fact the first moment he looked at her. Grace thinks she might have put a knife to her own wrist if not for Nora’s company today.

			She does not want to die.

			She simply does not want to be married off.

			The two things feel one and the same today.

			There are no windows in Grace’s garret, so she does not know which ship is docked below on the stone pier. Whether it belongs to a Bourke or an O’Flaherty. But based on the hubbub in the Great Hall below, she knows their guests have arrived and that her father has ordered a fine meal to celebrate.

			“Thank you,” Grace says when emotion starts to build behind her eyes, in her throat.

			“For what?”

			“For being here. For trying to lift my spirits.”

			“Have I failed, then?” Nora asks.

			“They are too heavy to lift, I’m afraid.” Grace’s smile is real, though tinged with sadness. “I always wondered what it would be like to have a sister. I’m glad for one now. Even if I have to leave you.”

			When Nora moves to light another candle, Grace knows that her time has run out. Moments later, a knock sounds at the door and Maeve enters.

			I will not cry, Grace thinks when she sees the look on her mother’s face. Wonder and pride and grief. It swells with the rise of her chest, the hard swallow.

			“You look lovely,” her mother says, choking back a sob. “Come, then. ’Tis time.”

			There is no speech and no hug. Grace had expected more—perhaps that her mother would try to encourage her in some way. Instead, she only extends a hand and Grace is too scared to reject it. She is led out the door and down the stairs, her dress and Nora trailing behind.

			The instinct to lower herself to the bottom step outside the privy chamber is so strong that Grace nearly stumbles. But they go on, down another floor and into the Great Hall, where a feast has been set. A bright fire roars in the hearth. There are candles on every surface and the room glows with golden light.

			Her brother is there.

			And her father.

			But Grace comes to a standstill at the sight of The O’Flaherty, and his son, standing at the head of the table with savage smiles. A priest stands beside them.

			And suddenly Grace understands. This is not her betrothal dinner. It is her wedding day.

		

	
		
			
				Mother, 1579

				“The Bermingham Tower”
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			Grace is forty-nine years old

			
			She is shackled—hands and feet—inside the gaoler’s wagon. The sturdy wooden cart has a roof, at least. No small mercy in all this rain. Every day for the last week and a half it has drizzled. Sometimes for hours. Sometimes minutes. But there is no staying warm or dry. Grace is surprised that the Governor of Munster and his accomplice—Thomas Butler—have bothered to escort her all the way to Dublin. Though, if their constant searches of the tree line are any indication, they expect her men to attempt a rescue. Which would explain the fifty armed guards.

			Such trouble for a pirate.

			Such trouble for a woman.

			“Do not look so dejected, Grace. We are almost there. We entered the Pale hours ago.”

			Black Tom has drawn his horse alongside the wagon. He peers at Grace as if she were some insect caught for display. And what a sight she must make. A wild woman, dressed like a man. Filthy sailing trews and boots, leine and jerkin. She has been in the dungeons of Limerick Castle for over a year. No telling what muck covers her body. Her hair.

			“I thought you’d tired of my company, Tom?”

			“Only your foul mouth. It is hardly befitting a lady.”

			“A lady, am I?” She tips her head toward the governor. “He thinks me a scamp.”

			“No. He thinks you a pawn, and a valuable one at that. Though he cannot quite determine whether you are an O’Flaherty, an O’Malley, or a Bourke. There seems to be some disagreement on that matter.”

			“He can strike that first option off his list.”

			“So, a Bourke, then? Does it bother you that your husband has not made an attempt at your rescue?”

			“Does it bother you,” Grace asks, “to betray your own country?”

			Thomas Butler, the tenth Earl of Ormond, rolls his eyes. “This again? I thought we hashed it through days ago.”

			“There are no excuses you can give me for your loyalty to the English, Tom. Did you know that the clans call you Black Tom for reasons other than your hair?”

			Her cart hits a rut and Grace is thrown sideways, her face hitting the narrow metal bars. Her lip stings and she can feel a bead of hot blood gather on her lower lip. She wipes it away with a dirty sleeve.

			They go on a while longer in silence and she lays her head against the back of the wagon. Closes her eyes. She listens to the muddy slop of hooves on the dirt track. The snort of horses. Coughing men and bleating sheep. The light patter of a baltic rain. Once the boredom overtakes her again, she turns to Black Tom.

			“Why have you come? This seems a terrible waste of your time.”

			“It is my job to keep the peace in Munster, Grace. It was only a few years ago I had to put down the first attempt at rebellion by your captor. Now Desmond means to prove his loyalty by handing you over to the Lord Deputy himself.”

			“And you think escorting me will keep the peace?”

			“I think,” he says, with no small amount of irritation, “that you have your fingers in many conflicts. And ensuring you arrive in one piece will keep a good deal of trouble from my door.”

			Tom is wrong to think that Richard and her men have not attempted a rescue. It is only that the dungeons of Askeaton and Limerick Castles were too well fortified for them to penetrate, at least not without a full army and long siege. So they have waited. As has she. But now she’s under military guard on her way to Dublin. Grace is tired of waiting. And of shackles. She is supremely tired of being dirty and cold. She misses Richard and Tibbot, Young Eóin, Margaret, and Merrick. She misses her men and her ships and the sea. Freedom. But if all those long, awful years married to Donal O’Flaherty taught her anything, it was how to wait.

			“Tom?” she calls, and he edges his horse closer to the wagon again. “Would you like a song?”

			“Please God, no.”

			She laughs. Then clears her throat.

			
				Thank God for the Duchess of Gloucester,

				She obliges all who accost her!

				She welcomes the prick

				Of Tom, Harry, or Dick,

				Or Baldwin, or even Lord Astor.

			

			Black Tom puts his heels into his horse’s side and trots ahead, mumbling under his breath about “heathen women.”

			“Not to your liking?” she calls after him. “How about this one…”

			
				Tom, Tom, the piper’s son,

				Let loose a fart, and away he run.

				But Tom fell in

				An auld shite bin

				And even Tom stinks like sin!

			

			Certainly juvenile. But no less fun. They have been many long days on the road and Grace is forced to find entertainment where she can. Based on the scattered chuckles of the guards around her, she isn’t the only one.
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			When they arrive at Dublin Castle the next day, Grace is still shackled but now she is gagged as well. What a dry shite, that Black Tom, no sense of humor to speak of. Grace thinks that she will be dragged to the dungeons again, but this time she is taken up, up, into the Bermingham Tower.

			The gag is untied, the shackles removed, then she is shoved inside the small cell. A single window. Low ceilings. A stone bench. The door clangs shut behind her.

			“Meals twice a day,” someone shouts from the other side of the heavy wooden door. She listens to the bar fall down, locking her in. “Sunrise and sunset.”

			“I want to go home,” Grace says to the ceiling. “But I can wait.”
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			The thing Grace hates most about prison—other than the grueling boredom—is the way she loses track of time. Minutes, hours, and days all blend together. Stretch out. Constrict. She might have been in this cell for a decade already. Or one month. Grace measures time by the growth of her fingernails. When they extend beyond the tips of her fingers, she calls it a week. Then she gnaws them down and starts the count again.

			It is warmer now than when she first arrived. Late March, if she had to guess. There is a barn swallow nesting on the ledge outside her window and geese squawking overhead. Midday. Sunny. Grace is lying on her back, hands spread flat across her stomach, eyes closed. She is imagining herself on board Niamh, the rise and swell of her breath a substitute for the waves. She is listening, imagining. And then comes the clatter of feet in the hall outside her cell. Guards.

			She turns her head to the door. Her next meal is not due for many hours. There is no reason for anyone to be at her cell. Carefully, Grace swings her legs over the edge of her stone bench. Sets her feet on the floor. She runs a hand along her left boot, feeling the familiar weight of her dagger. Grace cannot kill them all, not if they intend to drag her to the gallows. But she won’t go without drawing blood.

			Her door is thrown back. Another nameless guard. They all look the same. Sound the same.

			“Get up,” he orders. “The Lord Deputy has ordered you be brought to him.”

			“What does FitzWilliam want with me?” she asks.

			“That’s his fecking business, ain’t it?” He motions her forward, then lifts the shackles.

			Grace joins him at the door and submits to the restraint. She takes an odd kind of pleasure in his obvious disgust at her aroma. There are three other guards with him. Overkill, she thinks. But together they escort her into the bowels of Dublin Castle to a bathing chamber and a tub of tepid water.

			“You can’t go to him like that,” the guard says. “Wash yourself. There’s a clean dress hanging on the wall. Leave your trews and shirt behind.”

			Another door shut in her face. It is locked from the outside and it takes every ounce of her restraint not to throw herself into the tub headfirst.
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			FitzWilliam is displeased to see that they bring O’Malley in wearing shackles.

			“Take those off,” he orders. “They aren’t necessary.”

			“But, sir—”

			“What is she going to strangle me with? Her hair? At least I will finally be free of my imprisonment from this damned country. Release her.”

			O’Malley lifts her hands and the guard unlocks her shackles. She does not shift her gaze once they’ve left, nor when FitzWilliam offers her a chair by the fire. A glass of port. She receives it all with gratitude and pleasant manners.

			“And here I thought you might have prepared one of your dirty limericks for me,” he says with a smile.

			“I take requests,” she says.

			“Are you hungry?”

			“My next meal will not arrive until sunset.”

			He waves toward a platter of cakes on the small table before him. “Those rules do not apply here.”

			“I should hope not. Unless you truly are imprisoned,” she says.

			“Only to the country. Not the castle.”

			“Many men would kill for your position, Lord Deputy.”

			“They are welcome to it. But please. You must be curious why I summoned you?”

			“Rather.”

			“You have been causing quite a stir.” FitzWilliam lifts a sheaf of papers from the end table beside his chair. Some are old and yellow, others new. All have bits of wax crumbling from their broken seals. “Correspondence,” he explains, “received by the Queen’s Privy Council. About you. Given that I am on said council, I am privy to all of it.”

			The O’Malley woman sits tall in her chair. Feet crossed at the ankles. Hands in her lap. Her damp hair thrown behind her shoulders and her head tipped to the side. Those sharp gray eyes study his face.

			FitzWilliam lifts the papers and sets them in his lap. “May I?” he asks.

			“By all means.”

			He reads from the first one. “There was sent unto me Granny Nye Male a woman of power and force, as a demonstration of Desmond’s loyalty.” He looks at her above the paper. “That was sent by Lord Drury, Governor of Munster. I believe he escorted you to Dublin?”

			She nods. “He and Thomas Butler.”

			FitzWilliam continues. “The governor had much to say about you to the council. Take this, for instance: ‘She is a woman famous for her stoutness of courage and person, and for some sundry exploits done at sea. She was taken by the Earl of Desmond a year and a half ago, and hath remained partly with him and partly in Her Majesty’s gaol of Limerick.’ ”

			“I can confirm that is accurate,” she says dryly.

			“My predecessor, Sir Henry Sidney, wrote several of these letters as well, after your meeting two years ago in Galway. You made quite an impression on his son,” he tells her. “It is a wonder he has not yet written some saccharine ballad in your honor.”

			“If it’s saccharine, he was not paying attention.”

			“Indeed. Your exploits are romantic only in the literal sense.” She sighs and he thinks it time to get to the point. “I have more to offer you than port and cakes, Grace.”

			She watches him with that shrewd gaze, an invitation to continue.

			“There are nineteen members of the Privy Council. It is our job to advise Her Majesty, and each of us has specific areas of expertise. I, as you can imagine, counsel the Queen on all matters relating to Ireland. There are only two other names you need to know. The first is William Cecil—also called Lord Burghley—who is Lord High Treasurer of England and Her Majesty’s most trusted advisor. The other is Sir Francis Walsingham, her spymaster. Both of them have taken a keen interest in you, Grace.”

			“And why would they do such a thing?” she asks.

			“Because I have written to them extensively.”

			“About?”

			“Your exploits at sea. Your travels to Spain in particular. It was Sir Henry Sidney who first brought that to the council’s attention.”

			“Ah,” Grace says, and he sees the flash of understanding in her eyes.

			He nods. “It is no secret that tensions between Spain and England are high. And that Her Majesty seeks every advantage she can get.”

			“And you suppose that I can provide one?”

			“We believe you can.”

			Finally, Grace takes a sip of her port. She settles a bit deeper into the plush chair. “How so?”

			“Her Majesty’s offer is simple. If you will agree to provide information on the patterns of Spanish naval movements, you will be released from Dublin Castle forthwith. You may return to your life and no charges will be brought against you for raiding Desmond.”
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			Simple. Such an English word. Treacherous and dishonest. Simple is falling in love. Or falling asleep. But this? Grace does not have the word for the trap that FitzWilliam lays at her feet, but it is quite the opposite of simple.

			“You would have me spy for your queen?” she asks.

			“Technically for Walsingham. He is the spymaster after all.”

			“I have never met this Walsingham. Why does he think that I can provide information about the Spanish fleets? Surely not because Sidney told him that I travel there frequently?”

			FitzWilliam nods. “You proved your capabilities quite nicely when you took him on the water to inspect the seawalls. How many ships did you have in the harbor that day? Twenty-three?”

			“Twenty-five.”

			“And how many of those ships have you taken to Spain in recent years?”

			“Only the galleys.”

			FitzWilliam leans forward in his chair like a spider, and she is the fly, growing stickier in this web by the moment. It feels good to be clean. To have new clothes. The port is warm in her belly and the cakes smell so sweet sitting there that her mouth has been watering since she entered the room.

			“What flags do you fly on your ships, Grace?”

			“Only my family banners.”

			“Then you are exactly what Her Majesty needs in this hour.”

			“You still have not told me what she wants. Specifically.”

			Here he is, spinning his web ever closer to her fluttering wings. Because the truth is: Grace is tired of waiting. And whatever he says next will likely be an offer she cannot refuse. Because it will send her home to Richard and Tibbot.

			“Walsingham, Cecil, and I request—on behalf of the Queen—that you inform us, in writing, every time you encounter a Spanish ship. In Irish harbors, yes. But particularly in the waters between Spain and England. We want to know ship names and captain names. Their movements, any patterns in particular. But also their cargo. No detail is insignificant.”

			“Where do you suppose I will send this correspondence?”

			“To myself, as long as I am Lord Deputy of these lands. Then to Cecil or Walsingham, if I’m allowed to return home.”

			“Not to your replacement?” Grace asks with a half smile. “Should you ever have one.”

			“Whatever man is unlucky enough to take my place has no business in this endeavor. Agree to those terms and you may leave Dublin Castle.”

			“When?”

			“Today,” he tells her. “Right now, if you like. I will even provide an escort to the docks and coin for your passage home.”

			Grace leans forward and plucks a small cake off the silver tray. She eats it in three dainty bites, then washes it down with the last of her port.

			“It cannot be so easy, Lord Deputy. You would simply let me walk away? Haven’t you just spent an hour telling me how dangerous I am?”

			FitzWilliam pulls a sheet of paper from the bottom of his pile. He lays it on top and smooths a hand across. There are but a few lines of print and two places to sign. One for him. And the other for her.

			“Precautions must be made for the both of us, of course. An understanding in legal terms, as it were. Your signature and mine. An agreement that you go free this day in exchange for knowledge gleaned while going about your maritime…activities.”

			“I see you are still uncomfortable calling me a pirate?”

			He sets paper and quill on the small table between them. Motions for her to sign. FitzWilliam calls it a choice, but it’s really another set of shackles. Only these are made of words. Words that could turn to rope. Rope that might be looped around her neck at the slightest misstep.

			Grace O’Malley signs anyway. She wants to go home.

			“There is only one pirate queen,” the Lord Deputy of Ireland tells her. “And she sits on the throne of England.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1593

				“The English Queen”
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			Grace is sixty-three years old

			
			The summons arrives on a Monday morning. Grace’s presence is required for an audience with Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, the following day. Grace is tempted, for one moment, to dress the part of an English courtier. She has enough coin to buy a new gown and slippers, to pay for her long hair to be twisted up in the latest style. She could have her face powdered and rouged. Grace wants this meeting to succeed. But she decides against that plan. She needs to be memorable instead.

			Thomas Butler is none too pleased with this choice as he stands beside her on Niamh’s deck. He looks her up and down as they glide toward the water gate at Greenwich Palace. He shakes his head.

			“I wish you had tried, Grace. It would have meant something,” he mutters in her ear. “Do not blame me if you are sent home in shame. Or to the gallows instead.”

			“You want me to be something I am not, Tom. I have beseeched her as an Irishwoman. And I will meet with her as such.”

			Grace wears her best gown—green silk with gold embroidery along the hem and sleeves—and a red cloak affixed to her throat with a golden pin. Her neckline is open. No ruff or collar. The angled sweep of her clavicles is on full display. Her skirts are long, but not full. She wears no corset, no slippers. Her feet are shod in leather boots, and the only jewelry on her person is her rings: fede and aquamarine. Most appalling to Tom, however, is that her hair is down, curling over her shoulders and falling to her waist. Grace is unadorned and utterly wild, and if the Queen of England will not see her true self, so be it.

			The Gentleman Usher and two Yeomen of the Guard step forward once Niamh is docked. Butler helps her onto the platform, then up the steps, while Ultan, Gutty, and the Murray twins hover nervously on deck. Once her feet are on solid ground, Grace gives them a single backward glance—noting their obvious unease at not being able to escort her any farther.

			She nods.

			I will be grand, the movement says.

			“State your business,” the usher demands.

			Grace hands him the summons and he looks it over quickly. Nods. “This way.”

			She and Butler are taken up a graveled path that cuts through the wide expanse of manicured lawn and between a set of wrought-iron gates that leads them into the outer courtyard of Greenwich Palace. They are surrounded by redbrick and timber-framed roofs. Chimneys. Servants scurrying to and fro. Then they pass into the base court. There are fewer people here, though of greater importance. Grace can tell by their dress that they are lower-ranking courtiers, filled with self-importance given the tilt of their heads and the way their eyes slide across her appearance. The whispers.

			With every step they take, the opulence grows and it is an effort not to gawk. Never has she seen such finery. Such pomp. Inside the palace proper now, they cross a wide marble hall and head up a grand staircase of such richly polished stone she fears her boots will slip.

			How beautiful, she thinks, how impractical. An entire army could run up these steps, ten abreast.

			“Her Majesty will see you in the presence chamber,” the usher says, then looks over his shoulder. “You will not be alone.”

			“I did not suppose we would be,” she tells him.

			Grace follows him toward the state apartments. Down halls lined with paintings and tapestries. By windows strung with drapery and across fine carpets. Every step makes her realize that she has never truly seen a castle in her life, much less lived in one. With every breath, she passes something gilded or carved or crested. Coats of armor. Crossed swords. Banners and balustrades. She can hardly decide where to look.

			Finally, they come to a set of high wooden doors, carved with the royal crest at eye level. The usher nods and the doors are thrown back by two yeomen.

			“The guard chamber,” the usher tells her with a wry grin. “Just a precaution. You understand, I’m sure?”

			“I am no threat to the Queen.”

			“We will determine that.” The usher nods and two more guards step forward.

			They do not ask permission before lifting her arms away from her sides. She glares at Butler.

			“You could have warned me,” she whispers.

			He shrugs.

			The search is quick but thorough. Hands run along her arms, down her ribs. A similar sweep is done of her legs and back. There are few places to hide weapons inside such a gown. But then a hand stills along her left boot.

			“Lift this side of your dress, please,” the guard orders.

			Butler’s eyes are wide as the guard tucks his hand beneath the leather and draws out her knife. His mouth falls open and the room fills with whispers.

			“Oh,” Grace says with a startled laugh. “I have carried that on my person for decades. I had not even thought of it.”

			The guard steps away with a scowl and lays her knife on a small tray beside the door.

			“I will have that back afterward,” she tells him. “ ’Tis of great sentimental value.”

			“Grace,” Butler hisses. “Be careful the orders that you give here. Even to servants.”

			“I will have it back,” she tells him.

			The usher indicates that they should make themselves comfortable while he alerts the Queen of their arrival. But Grace cannot sit. She stands at the window instead, so she can look into the courtyard below. Finding sun and sky and a distant glimpse of the river is the only way to settle the hard drumming of her heart.

			Grace thinks of the day she and Donal got lost in the hills behind Kildavnet Castle on Achill. She thinks of the day he first visited her at Bunowen. Of the look on his face when he saw Nora at Rockfleet.

			She thinks of giving birth to Tibbot in her cabin, alone on Niamh. Of her son’s wild yellow curls and the smile he shares with Richard.

			Grace thinks of all that she has lost at Bingham’s hand. Young Eóin dead and buried. Margaret in hiding. Merrick a traitor. She has only her daughter and Tibbot and Donal, Niamh and a handful of men. Even her lands have been ravaged by the governor. There is nothing she will not do to save them all.

			“Mistress O’Malley,” the usher calls, and she turns to where he stands. “They are ready for you.”

			One breath. Long on the inhale, short on the exhale, and she turns.

			The doors leading to Queen Elizabeth’s presence chamber are far grander than any she has seen thus far. Painted white, with gilded carvings. The knobs are golden and twist silently, then the doors are thrown back in a broad sweep. A dozen heads turn her way, but only one lifts. The Queen, seated on a plush red velvet chair, directly in front of her.

			“Your Majesty!” the Gentleman Usher calls. “May I present Captain Grace O’Malley, Lady Bourke of Connaught, and her escort, Your Majesty’s trusted kinsman, the Earl of Ormond.”

			Finally, Grace thinks as she takes a step forward, her eyes on the Queen. Standing nearby is William Cecil, Lord Burghley. Grace had anticipated—even hoped—that he would be in attendance today. The one ally she has in this complicated court. But the smile she’s only just begun to form falters when her gaze settles on the only other familiar face in the room. He is short. Dark. Dressed for court. His beard has been trimmed and his hands are clenched at his sides.

			The smile that Sir Richard Bingham offers her in return is the furthest thing from friendly.
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			Elizabeth is dazzling. Grace has never seen such a gown. Velvet, black as night, with cream brocade sleeves. A collar of starched black lace. Waist cinched so tight that Grace can scarce understand how she is able to sit, much less breathe. Two great pearl drop earrings. Seven strands of pearls around her neck, and so many jewels sewn into her dress and adorning her hands that Grace cannot count them in the twelve steps it takes to reach the slight podium where her chair sits. High above the Queen, strung from the ceiling, is a tasseled canopy the same red velvet as her chair. Surrounded by opulence, confident in her power, the Queen surveys Grace with curiosity.

			When Grace comes to a stop, there is a great inhalation in the presence chamber, a unified drawing of breath, then the rustle of fabric all around her as every man bows.

			She remains upright, utterly still, her gray eyes focused on Elizabeth’s brown ones. They are the color of rust, the same as the curled wig heaped atop her head. This, more than anything, surprises Grace. She thought the Queen of England would have blue eyes.

			Grace stares at Elizabeth and Elizabeth stares back. The room falls utterly silent now, in a kind of shock. Grace has not bowed, nor curtsied, nor shown the required signs of respect. She simply looks. And waits, her fingers clasped at her waist.

			“You do not bow?” Elizabeth asks in English.

			Grace responds in the Queen’s own language. “It is not fitting for one of my position, Your Majesty.”

			“Is a captain so great in your country?”

			“No. But a queen is. And though I’m not so regal as yourself, my people consider me such.”

			Butler whispers a curse behind her. Cecil gapes. And Bingham—now that she allows herself another glance at him—fumes.

			“I had not realized this was a state visit,” Elizabeth says dryly.

			“There is no need to consider it one. My petition is quite simple. It requires little of your valuable time.”

			Where Grace’s skin is freckled from her years in the sun, Elizabeth’s is pale, thanks to a fine layer of rice powder. Her cheeks are rouged and her eyes rimmed with kohl. Her face nicely shaped, but lined from long years, in the same manner as Grace’s. The Queen’s lips are narrow, where Grace still has much of the fullness from her youth. But the deep line between Elizabeth’s brows ages her more than anything. Grace can see the full weight of her crown in that one furrow.

			“Before we get to that,” Elizabeth says, “there is one other matter I would like to discuss with you.”

			Grace offers her most pleasant smile, and she can see the Queen make a similar assessment of her own appearance. Her skin, her teeth, her eyes, the toll the years have taken on her. Grace is three years Elizabeth’s senior, but they are of a pair in this moment: two women at odds with a world full of men.

			“I am happy to discuss anything Your Majesty would like.”

			It is so odd to have this conversation surrounded by courtiers and advisors, and at least one member of the Privy Council. There could be more than Cecil, for all she knows.

			“My advisors have long taken an interest in you, Mistress O’Malley,” Elizabeth says, switching to Latin. “Henry Sidney, FitzWilliam, and Francis Walsingham in particular. You are acquainted with them?”

			A wave of whispers fills the room at this shift. Clearly those present are not fluent in the language.

			Grace nods carefully and responds in Latin. “I met Sidney on several occasions. FitzWilliam twice. I was never acquainted with Walsingham. Our interactions were kept strictly to…correspondence. As agreed.”

			“I have read those missives.” Elizabeth waves a hand casually at Cecil. “As has Lord Burghley. We are both grateful for your cooperation. It is the primary reason I chose to grant your audience today.”

			“ ’Tis I who am grateful for Your Majesty’s assistance both times I found myself detained in Dublin. Had Walsingham not intervened on my behalf, I would have long since perished. I was sad to hear of his passing.” Grace darts a glance to Bingham. “I have since suffered greatly, without his protection.”

			Bingham makes no effort to hide his interest in this conversation, swinging his glance back and forth between the two women, frowning. If he knows Latin, it isn’t well enough to speak.

			“I, too, have missed his counsel these last three years,” Elizabeth says. “And the updates he provided on your activities.”

			“I fear that, since Walsingham’s death, my movements have been greatly restricted by the Governor of Connaught.” Grace nods at him. “Sir Richard Bingham.”

			He understands his name plainly enough. He wants to leap in, to defend himself. It’s obvious, the way his teeth are clenched and the tendons of his neck stretched taut. Elizabeth also glances at him.

			“Be patient. You will have a chance to make your case,” the Queen tells Bingham in English, then turns back to Grace, back to Latin. “I see no need to alter our existing agreement.”

			“Then allow me to plead my cause. Your governor has made it nearly impossible for me to continue providing you with information, having confiscated my lands and burned much of my fleet. I do not find myself often in Spain at present.” Another glance at Bingham. “How has he come to be here today?”

			“He got word of your departure and petitioned to offer his own defense.”

			“There is no defense for what that man has done to me or my kin.”

			Elizabeth taps her fingers against the velvet armrest. After a moment, she turns to Cecil and asks in English, “Lord Burghley, would you please recite the complaint that Mistress O’Malley has brought against the Governor of Connaught?”

			Grace recognizes the sheaf of paper that Cecil holds out. It is her response to the Eighteen Interrogatories he sent on the Queen’s behalf. “They are plentiful, Your Majesty, but I will summarize. In short, she charges that Sir Bingham unlawfully had her eldest son, Eóin O’Flaherty, murdered by the hand of his brother, John Bingham. That he has confiscated her lands, burned her crops, killed her followers, destroyed her fleet, and seized thousands of head of cattle. In addition, it is Mistress O’Malley’s complaint that Sir Bingham now holds her brother Donal O’Malley and her youngest son, Tibbot Bourke, at Athlone Castle under false charges and the threat of execution.”

			“Are those your accusations?” Elizabeth asks her.

			“Yes, though that is the shortest possible summary of Bingham’s crimes against me.”

			William Cecil shifts a little closer to them, but Grace cannot identify the expression on his face. Curiosity, certainly. But something else. A kind of wariness. “What restitution do you seek from Her Majesty?” he asks.

			“The immediate release of my brother and son, without charges. And the return of all lands and property confiscated.”

			This is too much for Bingham. He steps forward, offers Elizabeth a dramatic bow. “If I may explain, Your Majesty?”

			Those shrewd rust-colored eyes shift toward the governor, and Elizabeth’s voice takes on a different tone. “By all means.”

			Bingham clears his throat and turns in a half circle to address both the Queen and the men gathered. He extends his arm, spreads the fingers of his right hand as though onstage, like this is his soliloquy.

			“I thank you for the opportunity to defend my good name. And I am honored to have served so long as a soldier and now as Governor of Connaught.” He sets his hand over his chest. “A most sacred duty, one that I have sought to perform with the utmost integrity. But please, do not be fooled by this woman in her silk dress. Grace O’Malley is little more than a pirate, a scourge upon the coasts of Ireland these last forty years. She is a criminal. And her children are all criminals—every one of them. Murderers. Treasonous. Leaders of rebellion. I have done no more than the law requires to keep the peace in Connaught. It is she who has troubled that peace, constantly. As to these lands she claims I have confiscated, they were not hers to begin with. They belonged to her husband—Richard Bourke—now deceased. As a widow, she has no legal rights to that property. And as a woman, she has no right before God or the law to rule as chieftain. Yet she persists in doing so—”

			Grace interrupts. “I have never heard any part of Your Majesty’s law that allows a governor to order a man’s eye cut out while he still lives, then have him stabbed in the heart twelve times. Yet that is what he had done to my Eóin.”

			Oh, these pretty clothes and pretty manners. And they call her a heathen. At least Grace has never pretended to be something she is not.

			Bingham gasps. Feigns mortal offense. “I dare any person to prove an instance where I have ever used such violence. I have always—thank the Lord—been guided by my Christian faith while going about my duties, and I have never sought a man’s blood beyond Her Majesty’s requirement of me.”

			Grace is surprised at the emotion that wells in her throat. “I would ask Eóin for his rebuttal. But he is dead.”

			“What record have we of this Eóin O’Flaherty’s death?” Elizabeth asks Burghley.

			“The details of his wounds are as she describes,” he tells the Queen, “though motive is impossible to determine, given the governor’s denials.”

			“Bingham has already sworn that he will hang my brother and son,” Grace argues. “He will no doubt do so upon his return to Athlone, should you not spare them. I beg clemency on their behalf.”

			“Her brother stabbed one of my soldiers in the heart before his own company. And her son is, even now, inciting the northern clans to join with the Spanish in another attempt at overthrowing Your Majesty’s rule in Ireland. You simply cannot mean to free these rebels, Your Majesty.” This last accusation earns Grace a sideways glance from the Queen. Bingham notices and presses his advantage. “It would not be the first time this brigand threw in her lot with the Spanish. It’s known that she harbored over one hundred shipwrecked Spaniards after the Armada.”

			Now they have crossed into dangerous territory. Grace is careful with her response, careful with her face as well.

			“Bingham speaks of proof.” Grace rolls her eyes. “He demands it when the record itself is clear as to his own crimes. But he drifts into fiction whenever he speaks of me. If he has proof of these claims against me, let him show it! Bingham never found so much as a single Spaniard on any of my lands. Though he came in person to look for them.”

			“Because she hid them!”

			Elizabeth raises her hand, palm out, to silence Bingham. It has a miraculous effect that Grace envies. If only she could shut the mouths of men so easily.

			“The governor is correct that there is no custom in Irish law that allows for a widow to claim one-third of her husband’s lands and property after his death as you have done, Mistress O’Malley,” the Queen says.

			“Those were the written terms of my first dowry. They were also those agreed to by my second husband. The former was refused to me upon the death of Donal O’Flaherty. And the latter was systematically stolen by Bingham. I ask for nothing more than what was promised me.”

			This clever Queen of England, this monarch who has outsmarted every man that would seize her power, grins at Grace now, offering a full view of those infamously stained teeth. It is unnerving. Powerful. “But that is not all you have asked for,” she says, “is it?”

			Grace will not shrink back, not with Bingham puffing his chest. Or with Cecil peering at her with that rheumy, calculated gaze. “ ’Tis my desire,” Grace tells the Queen, “that I should be allowed to continue my former activities by land and sea, without restriction. That my brother and son be set free forthwith. That Bingham return Rockfleet Castle, with its surrounding lands, and end his relentless pursuit of me. I ask that he be removed from his position as Governor of Connaught.”

			“You cannot mean to entertain such audacity!” Bingham snorts. “I have faithfully served the crown.”

			Grace has paid little mind to the room throughout this conversation. But she sees these men whispering and murmuring now. Leaning closer. Feasting on this drama. No doubt it will be the talk of the court for the rest of this week. That bold, crass Irishwoman who demanded too much of the Queen. Grace returns her focus to Elizabeth, gauging what she might decide.

			For some time the Queen sits, quietly clucking her tongue against the roof of her mouth as she ponders. “Lord Burghley?” she finally says.

			He steps forward.

			“Has the governor provided any proof of his claims toward Mistress O’Malley’s imprisoned kin?”

			“Only what he has communicated here.”

			They are surrounded by men and arguments and demands. But the two women consider each other. It is Grace who speaks first this time, in Latin once more.

			“We are not so different, you and I,” she says.

			That earns her a wry smile from the Queen. “How do you imagine?”

			“We both know how to survive.”

			For a moment, just the flutter of an eye, Grace sees it: the vulnerability, the exhaustion of a woman who has defied the odds for six decades. They draw a breath at the same time. Release it. Recognize themselves in the other.

			Grace offers a half smile. “Please do not force me to bury another son.”

			“It is why I never had one,” Elizabeth says. “Children are a liability.”

			“No. But they are a vulnerability,” Grace concedes.

			“I could grant you new Irish nobility. All that you ask, in return for your fealty.”

			“I would not be a vassal to any crown,” Grace says, “but remain as I am. And I will not surrender my birthright for a man such as Bingham.” It is not a bow that Grace offers, but an acknowledgment of respect. She tips her head slightly to the Queen and says, “Terra marique potens. That is what we have in common.”

			When Elizabeth speaks again, many minutes have passed, and it is in English once more.

			“It is clear to me, Mistress O’Malley, that you have, at times, lived out of order. You have skirted rebellion—if not tumbled directly into it. But I do not see how your actions constitute a threat to England.”

			“Your Majesty, I must—”

			“Be quiet, Bingham.”

			“I cannot grant all that you require,” Elizabeth continues. “By law you have no claim to the lands your husbands held.”

			Grace feels her stomach hollow out.

			“But those lands do legally belong to the sons that you bore—both O’Flaherty and Bourke. Therefore, they shall be returned in full and financial provision made to you from each estate. Lord Burghley, please see to it that the amounts for Mistress O’Malley’s maintenance be deducted from the crown taxes on those lands.”

			“As you say, Your Majesty.”

			“She is only a woman!” Bingham shouts, his voice addled with rage. “She deserves nothing.”

			Elizabeth looks down her angular nose at him. “Do tell me, Governor, what it is you think that women deserve?”

			His strangled voice is barely audible when he says, “I beg your forgiveness for the interruption.”

			The Queen continues scowling at Bingham but speaks to Burghley. “In addition, please note that the governor is ordered to release the kin of Mistress O’Malley—one Donal O’Malley and one Tibbot Bourke—immediately. He is not to delay in this matter, lest he risk his position as governor. The continuation of which”—she turns to Grace now—“will be taken under consideration by the Privy Council when next we meet.”

			It does not seem possible that Grace should shed the weight of one hundred years having only lived sixty-three, yet they fall away with a breath. “You have my utmost gratitude, Your Majesty.”

			“And you shall yet have the chance to prove it,” Queen Elizabeth tells her.

			Grace should curtsy. She knows that. But she has the sense that Elizabeth would respect her less if she did. So strong and straight she remains, gaze locked on this most improbable of saviors.

			“I shall remain in your…service as long as I live, Your Majesty,” then adds quietly, in Latin, “As long as I sail.”

			“Let us hope it is a bit longer, for the both of us. Now. As interesting as these minor dramas of the Irish coastline have been, there are real matters for me to attend to. You are dismissed.”

			Grace O’Malley glances at the Queen of England one last time, over her shoulder, before leaving the presence chamber. Those burnished eyes bore into her from across the room. And then the doors close.
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			Other supplicants wait in the guard chamber now. Butler is at her shoulder. Bingham is at the door. And Grace cannot get back to her ship fast enough.

			“How did you do that?” Butler demands. “She granted your requests without requiring a single thing in return.”

			Grace does not explain that his assumption isn’t entirely true.

			“Elizabeth always requires some favor, some surety as payment for clemency. Yet you walk from that chamber and she asks for nothing?”

			“ ’Tis you I have to thank for that,” Grace tells him as they move toward the door.

			“I cannot see how.”

			“It was you—wasn’t it—who let Bingham know I had been granted the audience?”

			Butler’s mouth drops open. “You knew he was in London?”

			“I guessed he might come. Always a man who insists on the last word, is Bingham. And I’d hoped you would try to play both sides. Clever boy. No doubt you’ve earned yourself some future opportunity with Cecil and the Privy Council by ensuring Bingham and I were both here today. Proved yourself capable of moving pawns across the chessboard.”

			Grace goes to the yeoman and holds out her hand above the silver tray where her small knife rests. “I will have that back, if you please,” she tells the young officer. “ ’Tis but a trinket, anyway.”

			Hesitantly, he lays it in her palm. Grace stows it carefully in her skirt pocket, then steps through the door and into the larger hallway, Butler once more on her heels.

			“Dear God. You wanted Bingham here.”

			“He does provide a rather odious foil, does he not? Do you think Her Majesty would have been half so generous if he hadn’t shown his arse?” Grace shakes her head. “Now, if you don’t mind, please escort me out of this maze. I cannot remember the way we came in.”

			Gentleman that he is, Thomas Butler offers his arm. Grace takes it and they move in silence through the gilded hallways. Down stairs. Across broad swaths of marble and finally into the open air. Bingham does not catch up with them until they’ve reached the outer courtyard. There is the gate and the lawn and the water steps beyond. Docked there is the one thing that Bingham has not succeeded in taking from her.

			Bingham’s grip is not gentle on her shoulder when he yanks her backward. “You fucking bitch,” he growls.

			“Where are those nice manners you showed the Queen? Have you lost them so quickly?”

			“You will see just how little I have lost,” he says, spittle flying across her face. “I—”

			Her little pointed blade, exactly where she has always dreamed of placing it. Right at the juncture of chin and throat. A soft spot, easily pierced. Grace presses just so he might feel it, so he might remember in the future. Were they anywhere other than Elizabeth’s doorstep, she would drive it in to the hilt.

			“If I ever see your face again,” Grace tells him, “I will peel it off with this blade.”

			She leaves Butler and Bingham standing inside the gates of Greenwich Palace and walks alone to the water gate, where Niamh is waiting.

		

	
		
			
				Maiden, 1546

				“A Woman at the Helm”
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			Grace is sixteen years old

			
			She stands at the window and watches her new husband ride away. O’Flaherty is off to pick some fight already. Grace has not been in this place for a full twelve hours and already she is alone. The servants are polite but distant. She is young and new to them and clearly unhappy to be here anyway. So while the serving girls unpack her trunks, she wanders the castle. Big empty rooms with sparse furnishing and bare walls. Her footsteps echo. Her breaths sound eerily loud as she stands in the Great Hall and turns in a circle looking at the high ceiling. There are no curtains. No shutters. Not a vase or a flower or a painting. It had not occurred to Grace that it would be her responsibility to make this place feel like a home. Did Finola cover that in any of her lessons? Was Grace too busy learning knifework to pay attention?

			Overwhelm settles on her like a shroud and Grace wants nothing more than to escape these walls. She is on her way to the stairwell when the steward steps in front of her and clears his throat. He bobs his head, but stiffly.

			“Bean an Tí?” he asks. “Is there something I might help you with?”

			“No. I’m going for a walk. I’d like to clear my head.”

			“That won’t be possible, I’m afraid.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Your husband has instructed that you are to stay at Bunowen.”

			Grace tries to step around him, but he shifts in front of her again.

			“He can’t stop me from going outside. He isn’t even here.”

			“I am afraid you must be accompanied at all times while outside these walls. We have appointed two guards for you.”

			Three weeks she has been married and she has not cried a single time. Grace has kept every emotion locked inside by utter force of will, has refused to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her break. But now the tears burn hot, a weight at the back of her eyes. The anger slides down her spine like a shudder then she’s reaching for her boot. The steward stands firm in his place, eyes on the wall behind her.

			“Let me pass,” Grace tells him.

			“You must take the Murray twins.”

			“I will not.”

			“Then I am afraid you will not leave this house.”

			“I am going to the beach. And any man that follows me will not return alive.”

			The steward laughs at her like she’s some silly girl, a child making empty threats.

			Then her blade is at his throat, pressed into the soft flesh beneath his chin. One droplet of red blood hovers at the tip. “You do not give me orders,” she tells him. “Not today, not ever.”

			The man is so startled he doesn’t breathe.

			“Do you understand?”

			Grace waits for an answer, but he doesn’t move, doesn’t speak.

			“G’wan, nod if you understand me.”

			The nod forces her knife a fraction deeper into his flesh. The steward gasps. She pulls her knife away, then levels him with a cold glare. “The next time you dare try such a thing, I will separate your head from your neck.”

			Grace wipes her blade on the shoulder of his leine and leaves the Great Hall.
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			Finn watches from a bend in the stairwell. In all his twenty years he has never seen a woman defend herself with a blade or set a man back on his heels. He cannot understand the feeling that rushes through him. Respect and awe and hilarity, but there is something else as well. Something deeper and unnerving. It scares him. Finn follows her, but at a distance, down the stairwell, through the kitchen, and to the main door. But not across the broad stretch of lawn or to the half-moon beach where she stands with her back to the castle, staring out to sea. He does not dare.
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			Murray watches his brother fall in love. As if some rock has been dropped from a great height into a still pond, the ripples spread across Finn’s entire being. Though his expression never changes, Murray can feel the movement in his brother’s soul. He stares at Gráinne as though she is the highest point on a compass, his true north. Murray has never had to share his brother with anyone. The anger hits him first; then the sadness. He does not want to share.

			He goes to stand beside Finn at the door.

			A long while later, his brother tells him, “I don’t know what to do.”

			They watch Gráinne in silence as Murray figures out how to answer. He surrenders in the end, but it costs him. “We do our job. We guard her.”
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			Gutty watches her cry. He crouches in the tall grass near the beach as their new Bean an Tí sobs quietly into her hands. Her body shakes in a low, constant shudder, like she’s cold. And he knows that feeling, doesn’t he? Knows what it’s like to be left outside when everyone else has a warm bed. It makes him sad. It makes him like her, for some reason. He cries a lot too. Every so often, she swipes the tears from her cheeks, then growls and swipes at her face, trying to make them stop. But they don’t. She cries and cries and cries until she is wrung out. And then she stands on the damp sand a while longer.

			The boy slips away again, back to the castle, past those two guards with the same face, and into the kitchen.

			“I think she’s hungry,” he tells Cook.

			“Who?”

			“The new Bean an Tí.”

			“Ah, take up a tray, then, won’t you?”

			Cook loads a tray with hot toast and fresh butter. Oatcakes. Boiled eggs. A glass of milk. Gutty runs it up the stairs and into the privy chamber and leaves it on the low table before the hearth; then he stokes the fire and adds a turve of peat. He’s out again, quiet as a ghost before Gráinne enters the chamber a few moments later.
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			She is hungry. And tired. They arrived late last night after a long day at sea. Grace wanted to stay on deck during the trip, but her husband had banished her to the cabin. She should have slept during the voyage because she certainly didn’t get a moment once O’Flaherty saw that big feather bed. Grace glares at the bed, then away. She sees the tray then. Someone has brought her breakfast.

			What a normal thing, the ritual of a meal, even if she has no one to share it with. Grace eats and drinks and feels better by the time she licks the crumbs from her fingers. She closes her eyes and reaches out for the Sense, listening. But there is only a calm, deep quiet.

			Grace sighs.

			“So this is it, then?” she says quietly. “This is the life that I have been given?”

		

	
		
			
				Mother, 1583

				“Ego Te Expectabo”
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			Grace is fifty-three years old

			
			She lays her head in the crook of Richard’s arm. No matter that the sun is bright and high this April morning. Or that Rockfleet is buzzing with visitors who have come to see The MacWilliam. She is still in her leine, still in bed. Soaking up his warmth while she can. Grace has done this before, would be happy to never relive these moments. Only now, she has taken her mother’s place, and the role of widow looms large in her mind once again. This time, it hurts.

			“I am dying,” Richard tells her.

			Grace shakes her head. “I will not allow it.”

			“Even you are not so powerful,” he says, and his laughter rumbles in her ear. He pats her shoulder. “We must get up.”

			“Not yet. Let us stay a while longer.”

			The great window of Rockfleet Castle is thrown open. The sun streams in, the breeze rolls over them gently, like a wave, like a kiss. There, on the sill, a goldfinch perches, watching them, its head tilted to the side. It ruffles, then begins to sing a melodic chirping trill. It, too, has come to say goodbye.

			Richard lifts a curl from her shoulder and wraps it around his finger. A quarter of the strands are silver now. He smiles. “Fire and rain,” he whispers.

			Richard runs the calloused fingers of his other hand up and down her bare arm. Back and forth. Over and over. He is trying to comfort her, to instill her with courage. But all Grace wants is the one thing she cannot have: she wants to keep him.

			“What are you thinking?” he asks.

			“ ’Tis hard to raise a child without his father,” Grace tells him. “I do not have the heart to do it again.”

			“What makes you think I will not be with you?” Richard asks.

			“Don’t. That isn’t fair.”

			His voice is quiet, his breath soft against her ear. “I like to think that I stayed with you during those years when we could not be together. It will be no different now. And besides, you will have Tibbot’s face to remember me by.”

			Richard’s illness came on suddenly, over the winter. A weight in his lungs. Some boulder he couldn’t lodge by coughing or clearing his throat. And for all the speed of its arrival, the sickness lingers long, grows deeper, and every day his breath becomes more shallow. He is harder to wake in the mornings. He drifts off sooner in the evenings. It is so strange to Grace to see him like this, for he has always been an anchor. An emblem of strength and security. Now, just rising from the bed leaves him breathless.

			“I wasn’t sure that you were real,” he says, “that first day when you came to Rockfleet and stood on the castle steps. I thought you must be some trick of the light, a fairy come to tempt me. Never had I seen anything so beautiful. But you were looking back over your shoulder, desperate to get away. The game was already set—and I not even a player. I loved you then. And I love you now. And I will love you long after I am gone, Gráinne. Not even death can change that.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			It is afternoon when Finn walks into the privy chamber. The MacWilliam has called for him—though he cannot imagine why. They have spoken so rarely in all the years that he has lived at Rockfleet. Finn expected Gráinne to come with him, but she remains in the Great Hall with that brehon, Bald Alec, bent over some book.

			He feels uneasy stepping into this private place where Gráinne lives with her husband and Tibbot. It feels like an invasion of privacy, like it did on Niamh the day Tibbot was born, when he helped the boy to his mother’s breast.

			“You called for me, MacWilliam?”

			Richard Bourke is up today, dressed and by the fire, though clearly weak. He no longer wears his chainmail.

			“You are in love with my wife,” The MacWilliam says.

			Finn goes utterly still, mouth slightly open. It’s an observation, not a question.

			“I would say that you have been in love with her for a very long time,” he adds.

			Finn turns to the door, sees that it’s still open. He takes a step and pushes it shut, then goes to where Richard sits by the fire. Finn. Ugly, taciturn Finn says, “She cannot know.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I have never had a choice in the matter,” he says.

			“Nor have I,” The MacWilliam responds.

			“I do not think my affection is so uncommon,” Finn tells him. “Men either fear or love her. There is no third option.”

			“And you will do nothing about your affections, even after I am gone.” Another observation.

			Finn looks at his hands, twisted together on his lap. Old and gnarled, like jerky. “I have known that woman from the time she was sixteen. Almost forty years. And I have been with her most every day of that. She has only loved one man, and ’tis not me. I am smart enough to know that.”

			“And that is why I have not long since killed you, Finn.” Richard smiles.

			“Never a threat, was I?” He sighs. “She won’t settle down, you know, not when you’re gone. Not ever.”

			Richard tries to laugh, but his own lungs steal it away, drown it in fluid. “I would be saddened if she did.”

			“What is it that you want from me?” Finn asks. “You know that I love her, so it’s not a confession you’re after.”

			“I want you to keep them safe, Gráinne and Tibbot. After I am gone. I want you to promise that, no matter what happens, you will not leave my wife and son.”
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			“I do not want to do this,” Grace tells Bald Alec.

			“It was you who insisted on a brehon wedding,” he says, “and you who divorced Richard after a year.”

			“We are married in every real sense of the word!” she hisses.

			“But not on paper, Gráinne. And that is all the law will consider in the coming months. If you want to keep any share of what you have built with Richard, it must be documented here.” He pats the sheaf of papers in front of him. “Tomorrow, when the clans arrive, he will put forth Hook to assume the mantle of MacWilliam. I think they will easily agree since Tibbot is only sixteen. So there is little fear that you will be turned from this castle, as you were with O’Flaherty. But there must never be any confusion as to what Richard is leaving you.”

			“He leaves me heartbroken.”

			“And wealthy. And powerful. And the matriarch of an influential clan. He leaves you in the crosshairs of the new Governor of Connaught. Some man by the name of Richard Bingham. I have never met him, but if the rumors are true, Gráinne, he is no friend to the Irish. And everything you have will be at risk. So we must do this whether you want to or not.”

			For the next hour, Grace and Bald Alec record the details of her power. Castles at Clare, Rockfleet, and Achill. Doona. Lough Corrib. Plus the lands surrounding each. And what her mother has left to her in Liscannor—which she will, of course, leave to Margaret. Then there are one thousand head of cattle and just as many horses. A fleet of twenty-five ships. An army of two hundred fighting men. Followers in the many thousands.

			“What would you have me do?” she asks.

			“Muster all your holdings”—he pats the papers before him—“and bring them to Rockfleet. Concentrate your power in Clew Bay. Form an impenetrable wall between Clare, Rockfleet, and Kildavnet. It would take a mighty force, indeed, to threaten you here.”
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			Some days later, Tibbot is asleep on the floor. The fire has burned low. And Grace is in Richard’s arms once more. All day he has drifted in and out of sleep. He has not left the bed. He has not eaten. She measures time by the slowing beats of his heart.

			“I can’t bear to see you so sad.” His words are thick and slow.

			“You will find no joy in me today.”

			“But have we not made joy together? Does our son not lie near us on the floor?” Richard coughs, and she shifts the weight of her head away from his chest. “We will exist in the world, together, long after we stop breathing. In him.”

			“I do not understand how life can stretch so long, yet be so short in the end. I want more, Richard.”

			“And you will have it. Only I won’t be there to share it with you.”

			A quiet sob breaks from her chest and the tears come hot and fast, flooding her cheeks, dampening the sleeve of his leine. “I wish we had run away together that day. I wish my life had been spent with you instead.”

			“I don’t,” he says, and his voice is quieter than she has ever heard it. “I would have loved you. But your life would have been small. Had that been our story, I would have stolen your birthright. The role you were born to play. When else in the history of Ireland has there ever been another pirate queen? I am only grateful that you returned to me in the end, Gráinne. And the promise I made then is the same one I make now.”

			“No,” Grace sobs, “please don’t.”

			He brushes the hair from her forehead, the tears from her cheeks. Richard Bourke bends down and places one last gentle kiss to her lips and his final words to her are the most familiar. The most comforting that he has ever spoken.

			“Ego te expectabo.”

		

	
		
			
				Matriarch, 1603

				“The Pirate Queen”
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			Grace is seventy-three years old

			
			They come, one by one, to pay their respects. To sit by her bed in the privy chamber at Rockfleet Castle. To hold her hand and to regale her with their favorite versions of her exploits. Grace relives the story of her own life through the eyes of others. She hears about a storm-born girl who could hear Manannán’s steed, who could sense a storm coming on the wind; of a woman who took two husbands and birthed four children; who was taken captive and who took lives; a pirate; a mother; a rebel; a sacker of castles and captain of ships, of battles and blades. It sounds ridiculous to her, though she lived every moment of it. A hard story to believe.

			When she drifts away to that soft, quiet place between moments, she thinks of those she has lost.

			Her father.

			Her son.

			Her mother.

			Richard.

			Grace wishes that she could talk to them now, that she could ask them what to expect next. She can sense them, nearer to her these days than they have been for many long years. She sees them in her dreams. She hears them on the wind. But when she reaches for them, her hands grasp only vapor.

			Most days she hears Donal playing the pipes. He has come to keep vigil, like the others, and he always plays at sunset. The music finds her on the wind. Donal does not return to Westport, even when she gives him permission to do so. “No,” he tells her and pets her hair softly. “I will remain here until the job is done. I’m to keep an eye on my sister.”

			Sometimes she talks to Manannán, reaches for the Sense, yet feels nothing. He has grown quiet as she has fallen ill. That loss burns like all the others. Something taken against her will.

			The English queen dies in March.

			Finn brings the news. He sits by her bed, explains that Elizabeth Tudor died in her sleep and was taken down the Thames by funeral barge. That she is buried at Westminster Abbey. Grace tells him that, when the time comes, she wants to be buried on Clare, beside her father. He promises that it will be done.

			In June, Grace decides that she is ready to go. She was born three years before her great rival and has now outlived her by three months. It seems a fitting end.

			Those she loves come to her in waves, several each day. Hook and Margaret with their children. Grace slides her mother’s fede ring onto Margaret’s right thumb. She gives her the deed to Maeve’s lands in Liscannor as well. From mother to daughter again. An unbroken chain.

			Tibbot rarely leaves her side at all. He receives her compass and aquamarine ring with tears. One goes into his pocket and the other on his hand. He swears to never lose them.

			Donal and Nora fill the castle with their herd of girls. Their grandchildren. They fill every room with laughter.

			It is only Merrick who never arrives. Never kneels beside her or asks forgiveness. But she would give it, just to see his face one last time.

			Ultan and Gutty and the Murray twins. Each of them little more than boys when she found them. All of them old men now, still her faithful servants, each refusing to leave the castle. They hover nearby, as always.

			“Would you open the window?” Grace asks Gutty one morning.

			She thinks it will be today, and she wants to see the sky before she goes. He is only eight years younger than Grace. Old and limping. But still she thinks of him as a boy smudged by ashes. He does as she asks, then wraps the blanket around her shoulders when she rises feebly from bed and goes to her chair. She can see a sliver of water and swath of sky. The sun is warm on her face.

			Servants drift in and out of the room. They bring food she doesn’t eat. Wine she doesn’t drink. She has been dressed, though she cannot remember who assisted her. Grace works her mother’s old ivory comb through her long hair. It is mostly silver now, though there is an occasional stubborn strand of auburn. She picks at the knots until they’re gone, then pulls her hair back into a loose braid that hangs heavy over her shoulder.

			Today Grace feels as though she is every version of herself. Still the young girl running barefoot in the waves. The mother fighting for her children. And the old woman, wistful at the end of a long, vibrant life. Today the matriarch sits with the maiden and the mother, and she feels the braid of her life woven together, like a living story. A legend.

			How strange it is to die, to slip away.

			This thought is clear enough as she struggles from her chair.

			“Where are you going?” Gutty asks.

			She had not realized he was still in the room. Nor that it is nearly dusk and she has lost the day. Hours gone in a blink. But she hears Donal’s pipes, a wistful summons beyond her window.

			Yes, it is time. She feels it.

			“Outside,” she tells him. “I want to see the water.”

			Gutty helps her to the door. Then he and Ultan, Finn and Murray help her down the long winding stairs and out onto the front steps. It is the golden hour. A perfect summer evening. Every cloud, every treetop, every blade of grass gilded in a fine aureate haze. She gasps at the sheer beauty of the world. She grabs Gutty’s hand tighter.

			Oh, there you are, she thinks, relief overwhelming her. I had thought you were gone forever.

			Grace hears a horse in the distance. Just one. Manannán has come for her after all.

			I have never left you, he says, and then, It is time, bird.

			It is harder now, at her age, to bend and draw the small, sharp blade from inside her boot. Gutty keeps a firm hand at her elbow so she doesn’t fall. Then Grace O’Malley does the one thing she has never done in all her long life: she surrenders.

			The old woman lifts that knife and with one trembling swipe severs her silver braid. The steel is sharp. She has always seen to that. But still, it is a shock to see the thing lying limp in her hand. Like a swan’s neck or a clump of kestrel feathers. The end of something important.

			Defiant, Grace lifts her shorn hair and throws it into the channel that leads to Rockfleet Bay. It is caught by the wind and whisked away, a silver sail flapping in the dying sun for one moment before it drops to the dark brackish water and sinks.
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			Author’s Note

			My children love to argue with me. In fact, I suspect there are few things in all the world that they enjoy more. And because I have so many children and this happens so often in our house, we now have an established routine for these occurrences. It goes something like this:

			Teenage boy: says something with passion but a lack of basic facts.

			Me: “That’s not what happened.”

			Teenage boy: more passion, more volume.

			Me: “Please don’t argue with me. I’m not wrong.”

			Teenage boy: World. Class. Arguing.

			Me: “Look it up.”

			Teenage boy: Does basic research. Followed by incoherent mumbling.

			Me: “Say it.”

			Teenage boy: eyes rolling. “I’m sorry, Mom. You were right.”

			This is our long-established pattern. I have them so well trained at this point that I have received apologies at church, the dentist’s office, the carpool line, my mother-in-law’s kitchen, the airport, the Department of Motor Vehicles, the baseball field, and the checkout line at the grocery store. (You are welcome, future daughters-in-laws.)

			Why do I tell you this now? Because I am not wrong about something, and I need you to believe me the first time:

			Do not read the following pages until you have first read the entire novel. You’ll be more than a little sad about your life otherwise. But if you forge ahead and read the ensuing explanations and spoilers, there is no need to apologize. Or call me Mom. But I will still be right.

			…

			…

			…

			Humor me for a moment and think about your own life. Your highs and lows. Greatest accomplishments. Biggest failures. I want you to think about the stories that your loved ones will tell at your funeral. Yes, those stories. Now imagine that this colorful record of your life is written by your enemies. The very people who hate you most. How would they portray you? Or twist those events? It’s an unnerving thought, isn’t it? But that is exactly what happened to Grace O’Malley. The only written record of her life is found in the English State Papers. To hear them tell it, she was a “most notable traitoress,” a woman who “thinks herself no small lady,” the “chief commander and director of thieves and murderers,” and “the nurse to all rebellions.” An intriguing, if unflattering, portrait.

			The definitive history of Ireland is called Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, by the Four Masters, from the Earliest Period to the Year 1616. It was compiled by a Franciscan friar, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, and three other collaborators, between 1632 and 1636. These four men used centuries’ worth of records written and assembled by a wide range of hereditary Gaelic historians, chroniclers, and monastic scribes. During Grace O’Malley’s lifetime, the entries now found in the Annals were written primarily by her contemporaries: professional historians and lay scholars trained in the Irish historiographical tradition. In the final version published by Mícheál Ó Cléirigh, there is no mention of Grace whatsoever. A glaring omission given that she had reached the status of folk hero long before she died. However, most of the original documents used to compile the Annals have long since been lost or destroyed (you can take that up with Oliver Cromwell), so there is no way of knowing whether Grace was ever mentioned in the primary sources.

			It is worth noting here that Grace’s father, both of her husbands, and all her sons are listed in the Annals. Make of that what you will.

			Because we will never know the reason for Grace’s exclusion from official Irish history, we must look to folklore and the English State Papers for details about her life. The English had strong opinions about their adversary. In the letters that flew back and forth from Dublin to London during the 1500s, we learn that Grace was a powerful maritime leader. A pirate. Rebellious. She controlled the seas along the west coast of Ireland. She engaged in open rebellion. She despised Sir Richard Bingham, Governor of Connaught—and for good reason. The most famous correspondence about Grace, however, surrounds her 1593 appeal to Queen Elizabeth I. She wrote to plead for the lives of her brother and youngest son, who had been captured by Bingham and were awaiting execution. In response, Elizabeth sent a letter, now known as the Eighteen Interrogatories. A seemingly random list of questions about Grace’s life, exploits, and acquaintances, it was a trap designed to make her confess to illegal activity. In reading her answers we see a master tactician performing a tightrope walk along a razor blade. If one considered only the English State Papers, Grace would be interesting but not heroic. No books would have ever been written about her.

			It is in the folklore that we find the real Grace. Here we see the passionate, ferocious woman who became a legend. We also find a more human version of the pirate queen. It is folklore that tells us she cut her hair off as a young child because her father refused to take her to sea; that he later relented and took both Grace and Donal out in a storm to determine which of them could sense it coming; that she harbored the crew of a Spanish galleon after it washed up on her beach; and that she refused to bow while meeting with Queen Elizabeth I because she too considered herself a queen. If not for St. Patrick driving all the snakes from Ireland, there would no doubt be a legend of Grace finding a viper in her bed as well. The Four Masters might not have thought Grace worthy of being remembered, but the people of Ireland did. And they continue to do so.

			The English State Papers are a good bit drier and more slanderous in their depiction of her character—though they do a remarkable job of confirming many of the folk stories about her, at least in spirit, if not fact. The Queen’s deputies, governors, and sheriffs kept up a steady stream of enraged correspondence for roughly forty years, griping about Grace’s exploits along the coasts of Ireland, her efforts at open rebellion, and her shrewd political maneuverings. Her most famous detractor—and enemy—was Sir Richard Bingham, Governor of Connaught. I have them meeting as children and forming an immediate dislike for each other. That part is fiction, though I would be zero percent surprised to learn that it did, in fact, happen. What was equally fascinating to me, however, was Grace’s correspondence with her English overlords and the eye-rolling humility with which she presented herself as “most humble” and “your loyal and faithful subject.” She “beseeched” and “prayed for your lordship’s good health.” Clever girl. You’d think her frail and feeble when in fact she was a rather shrewd and murderous granny.

			Twice in this novel—and in history—Grace found herself imprisoned in the Bermingham tower in Dublin Castle. Both times she was released unexpectedly and without explanation. A power from on high simply ordered her release. There is no record of who or why. It is another fascinating omission given what a high-value prisoner she was. Circumstantial evidence suggests that Grace had a benefactor of some kind at the English court who intervened on her behalf. Some have postulated that Grace’s prowess at sea, and her frequent trips to Spain, put her in a unique position to spy on Spanish ship movements at a time when the English queen was worried about war. It is a theory that worked nicely for the story that I wanted to tell. It also gave a plausible explanation for both prison releases. Like much about her life, we will never truly know. If only Grace had kept a record of her own exploits.

			I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to nerds on the internet. I spent several weeks (yes, plural, infuriating) trying to find information about Grace O’Malley’s ships. Names and descriptions. It was a doomed task. Like much of her history, that information—had it ever been recorded—has crumbled into dust. There is plenty to be learned about typical Irish ships from that period, but it was irrelevant to my cause, as her fleet was anything but typical. The O’Malley ships were custom-built, inspired by their sea travels, and were distinct enough from the norm that the only record of them is Sir Henry Sidney’s observation that Grace had “three very good galleys…that will carry 300 men apiece…there are no galleys in Ireland but these.” The only eyewitness to Grace’s ships describes something quite different than the typical Hebridean fishing vessel attributed to her. This is where the nerds came in quite handy. After a good bit of internet scrolling, I found an obscure message board for model ship enthusiasts. Several years ago one member took it upon himself to build a rendition of what her flagship might have looked like based on that description by Sir Henry Sidney. It’s a rather spectacular bit of craftsmanship—and he provided detailed sketches and diagrams throughout the process. The model ship he built became the inspiration for the one she sailed.

			Which brings us to Niamh. There is no record of the name of Grace’s ships. That, too, is lost to history. So I gave them names that felt right to me (and fictional histories as well). In the case of Niamh—pronounced “Neeve”—I named her after a young woman I met in a bakery in Westport, Ireland, in the fall of 2023. While on a research trip with my husband and two dear friends, we found ourselves on the hunt for a gluten-free scone (as you do). We had no luck with our query, but we did meet a lovely, charming young waitress who lured us to her father’s restaurant for afternoon tea and a dessert called “Eton Mess.” Her name was Niamh. I adored her mischievous charm. And I wish I could have somehow set her up with my eldest son. (Niamh! He’s cute and smart, has green eyes and dimples. And he knows how to apologize—please email me.) Instead, I named a ship after her.

			Grace really did give birth to her fourth child while on board Niamh. Accounts differ as to whether it happened before or during their attack by Algerian corsairs. What no one debates is that Grace walked out of her cabin and killed the enemy captain with a blunderbuss. Her men swiftly dealt with the remaining pirates. Astonishing. I could barely get to the bathroom on my own after giving birth.

			Other than Grace and Richard, my favorite characters in this novel are Ultan, Gutty, and the Murray twins. They are all figments of my imagination—a way of putting skin on the men who so faithfully followed Grace throughout her life. I adore Gutty in particular. He came to life in a single, unexpected throwaway sentence. And he lingered. Then he put himself to work and became invaluable to both Grace and me. My God! Is there anything more fun for an author than a surprise like that? Ultan, there from the beginning, was always going to be her unperturbed first mate. But the Murrays—those aesthetically unpleasing twins—showed up in the same chapter, and a similar way, to Gutty. I adore every one of them, and though I originally intended to kill them all off in various ways, I just couldn’t do it. You’re welcome. To this day, I cannot read the last chapter without crying. We know nothing of Grace’s final days. But I like my version.

			Donal O’Flaherty—Grace’s odious first husband—really did kill Walter Bourke at Moycullen. It happened a few years earlier than I depict here, but the result was the same. He drifted into obscurity immediately afterward. From that moment there is almost no mention of him in the historical record. My assumption is that he became paranoid of reprisal and wasn’t seen publicly again. It was the opening that Grace needed. She became the de facto leader of his clan.

			Donal O’Malley, however, remained a steady presence in Grace’s life. I am rather fond of Donal of the Pipes. I have brothers of my own. I know what it’s like to love a boy who holds a unique place in your heart. Grace and Donal’s relationship in this book is fictional. There is nothing in the official record to suggest that they ever competed for O’Malley lands or titles, so I thought it fitting for them to use a divide-and-conquer mentality to ensure their family remained powerful by land and sea.

			Here are a number of things that are true: Grace really did melt down the lead flashing at Hen’s Castle and pour it over her enemies’ heads; she did wreck her fleet on the shores of Ulster during a horrific storm while carrying hundreds of Gallowglass; she kidnapped the grandson of Christopher St. Lawrence right from the steps of Howth Castle and took him back to Rockfleet as punishment for being turned away; she learned Latin as a child and was so proficient in the language that she could read, write, and speak it fluently; she earned the nickname “The Dark Lady of Doona” after avenging the death of a shipwrecked man assumed to be her lover; and she really did travel to London in the summer of 1593 to settle her differences with Queen Elizabeth I in person.

			Most accounts of Grace’s life center on this meeting with Elizabeth. Though fascinating, and certainly a pivotal moment, it is, to me, the least interesting thing about Grace O’Malley. There is no understanding that meeting without understanding the woman who made it possible. One does not simply just write to the Queen of England and expect a response if one is not a notable person in one’s own right. I wanted to know how that little girl who cut off her braid became a woman who fully expected a reply from the English queen. To me, that is the real story. Also, how cool that they conversed in Latin!

			Very little is recorded of Grace as a mother, other than a handful of interactions with her grown sons—not the least of which is the absolute spanking she gave Merrick after he swore fealty to Richard Bingham. Any mother will tell you that the long, hard work of raising children is often monotonous. It is daily. It is exhausting and noble and worth every moment—but rarely is it the stuff of legend. Had there been more in the historical record, I would have included it here.

			Her marriages, however, provided excellent fodder. The historical record describes Donal O’Flaherty as a violent warlord with an awful temper. Richard Bourke is described similarly in the English State Papers. No surprise given how long he fought the English incursions into Ireland. There is one comment that caught my attention and made me wonder if Grace’s second marriage was more than one of convenience. After meeting with Sir Henry Sidney in Galway (fecking Galway!) in 1576, he wrote that she “brought with her her husband for she was as well by sea as by land more than Mrs Mate with him.” Thus Grace and Richard’s love story began in my mind.

			I understand that the structure of this novel is unique. The greatest challenge that I had while writing was trying to figure out how to tell the story of a woman’s entire life in a way that didn’t feel episodic. The answer came to me in Dublin. We had just toured the Long Room at Trinity College and were standing in the gift shop afterward, looking for souvenirs. I turned around to say something to my husband and saw a gold necklace with a Trinity Knot pendant. All the little hairs stood up on the back of my neck and I knew. Then I spent a great deal of time talking myself out of it. Arranging the chapters as Maiden, Mother, Matriarch seemed unreasonable. I feared it would be unreadable. But I couldn’t shake the sense that it was the only way to tell this story. It took a year to finally surrender, but I’m so glad that I did. It was the moment Grace’s story came alive for me. At this point I can’t imagine it any other way.

			I doubt anyone will want to read this book a second time, but should you find yourself in the mood to do so, you might consider reading it consecutively: Maiden chapters, then Mother, followed by Matriarch. You will find an entirely different reading experience. And a different Grace as well.

			It is worth noting that there is nothing in the English State Papers, the Irish State Papers, or any other official record that definitively states that Richard Bingham was not in England during the summer of 1593. We know that he learned of Grace’s petition and her trip to London and that he wrote the Queen to defend himself. Therefore, it falls within the realm of reason that he could have made the trip to defend himself in person. We certainly know from other records that he was forced to defend his actions as Governor of Connaught. I liked having him there in my fictional version. What I like more was having two queens settle their differences in person without bullets or blades. Theirs was a battle of words, waged civilly, before an audience of men who had no power over them. What might read as quiet was in fact groundbreaking. I wish I could have been there to see it.

			I had the great fortune to go on my first-ever research trip for this book. The highlight of that trip, without question, was four days spent in Westport, Ireland—otherwise known as the home of Grace O’Malley. While there, we wandered into a small, charming bookstore to look for something I couldn’t find elsewhere. The great thing about praying for such simple things is that—in my experience—God is always willing to answer. On a shelf titled “Local Ireland” I found a slim book that proved to be more helpful than anything else I read while trying to re-create Grace’s life. An Irish Nature Year by Jane Powers enabled me to build the physical world that she inhabited. The basic facts about her life are available anywhere. But creating the daily texture of that world was always going to be tricky. I will be forever grateful to Jane Powers for teaching me about rock pipits and whimbrels, cleavers and hedge mustard, wintersweet and holly.

			When it comes to Grace O’Malley, Anne Chambers is the acknowledged expert. Her biography, Granuaile—Grace O’Malley, Ireland’s Pirate Queen, was first published in 1979 and is considered the definitive history of her life. I found it helpful as I tried to reconstruct the known historical events. Chambers has spent her entire career ensuring that Grace’s story is not lost to time. She originally translated the Eighteen Interrogatories sent by Queen Elizabeth I and the answers that Grace offered in response. Whereas my novel takes a deeper dive into Grace’s daily life and relationships, Chambers took a thirty-thousand-foot view to show the power structure, politics, and growing empire in which Grace lived. I recommend reading her biography if you want to understand the greater historical context in which Grace lived. Though her version of Grace and mine are vastly different. As they should be.

			The many other books I consulted while writing my novel include Ancient Irish Trees: A Reflective Journey Through the Year by Alexandra van Tuyll; Pirate Queen, the Life of Grace O’Malley by Judith Cook; The Pirate Queen, In Search of Grace O’Malley and Other Legendary Women of the Sea by Barbara Sjoholm; The Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue by Frances Grose; Life in a Medieval Castle, Life in a Medieval Village, and Life in a Medieval City by Frances and Joseph Gies; The Pirate Queen: Queen Elizabeth I, Her Pirate Adventurers, and the Dawn of Empire by Susan Ronald; Compass by Alan Gurney; The Limerick, edited by G. Legman; Medieval Maritime Warfare by Charles D. Stanton; and Life in the Middle Ages by Richard Winston.

			The Grace in my mind is standing on a cliff looking out to sea. The wind has tossed her hair and chapped her lips. Her braid hangs over one shoulder, and a skirt whips around her ankles. She’s barefoot. Her nose is dusted with freckles and her brows drawn together. But it is her eyes that capture me. They’re a storm-tossed gray. I can see that she’s more than a little pissed, though I don’t get the impression she is angry at me, per se. She’s challenging me. She wants me to tell her story, and she wants you to read it. To believe it. Because it seems unbelievable, doesn’t it? A female chieftain? A pirate queen? It is the stuff of legend. For a novelist, it is a dream come true. Grace O’Malley lived and died; she lived and fought. Bore children. Sacked castles. Captained ships. Stole ships. Killed men. Challenged an empire. Maybe we find it so extraordinary because, these many hundreds of years later, we live our lives behind screens instead of on ships.

			God, what a gift this story has been to me. I hope you read it and love it, then share it with your book club. Or your sister. Or aunt. Your coworker. Your husbands, brothers, and sons as well. With everyone, really. I hope your daughter (or you!) dress up as Grace for Halloween. (Send me pictures!) But more than anything, I want you to remember that this wild Irish girl was real. She really did these incredible things! How fitting that Grace forced her way into history—even when the Irish historians of her day purposefully struck her from their account.

			Well done, bird.
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			Jenny Meyer is my foreign rights agent, and because of her, my books have been translated into over fifty languages. I didn’t even know that was a possibility when I was dreaming about this career as a child. Thank you, Jenny, for such a wonderful surprise.

			My editor, Carolyn Williams, is a delight. Encouraging and insightful. Somehow she can both drill down to the heart of the matter and talk me off the ledge. She asks great questions and suggests good cuts and laughs at all the right places. I am lucky to have such a steady hand guiding my work from beginning to end.

			I’ve had the great fortune to spend my entire publishing career at Doubleday. They are the best at what they do, and I count myself among the most fortunate authors in this industry. Bill Thomas, Todd Doughty, Elena Hershey, Kim Ingenito, Jess Deitcher, Judy Jacoby, Diane McKiernan, Oliver Munday, Casey Hampton, Hilary DiLoreto, and Nora Reichard are the reason that my ideas become Word documents that become the stories you hold in your hand (or listen to).

			The Doubleday sales team is unmatched in their enthusiasm for books in general and mine in particular. Special thanks go to Jessica Pearson, Valerie Walley, Christine Weag, Ann Kingman, Emily Bates, Lynn Kovach, Beth Koehler, Beth Meister, Mallory Condor, Chris Dufault, Ruth Liebmann, David Weller, Annie Schatz, Jason Gobble, and Nicholas LaRousse. They are quite literally the reason you can find my books wherever books are sold.

			I have received such incredible support from so many independent bookstores. They enable me to meet readers from coast to coast. They invite me into their stores and schlep cartons to offsite events. They hand-sell my novels and flap covers so I can sign, then make sure I spell everyone’s names correctly. I am more grateful than I can express for the kindness I’ve received. Thank you for all you do!

			This book would not exist if not for my friend Marybeth Whalen. In 2021 she challenged me to read an essay collection by an acclaimed group of thriller authors. Each contributor offered a short essay on why they chose the thriller genre; then they answered the same question: “If you could have dinner with five people living or dead, who would they be?” Honestly, I never got beyond the first essay. I read Lisa Gardner’s essay, then her answer to that question, and I don’t remember the first three names that she gave. But the last two were “Queen Elizabeth I and her archrival, Grace O’Malley, the pirate queen of Ireland.” It was two o’clock in the morning, I was reading on my Kindle, and I sat straight up in bed. A pirate queen! Who is this person? Is she real? I had to know more. It was hours before I went to sleep, and when I woke up the next morning, the first thing I did was text Marybeth something along the lines of “I hate you. But I also love you. I just found my next novel and I don’t have time for this and it’s all your fault.” I have cursed both Marybeth and Lisa Gardner more than a few times over the last three years as I tried to wrestle this book to the ground. But I am immensely grateful to both of them.

			I have not yet had the pleasure of meeting the Irish historian Gareth Russell in person. We have, however, regularly exchanged emails since 2018. He reviewed my third novel, I Was Anastasia, calling it an “elevation and evisceration of a fairy tale,” and I was so moved by his kind words that I wrote to thank him. Voilà!—an internet friendship was born. (It’s one of the perks of this job.) So when Grace O’Malley’s story found me, I immediately wrote to him and asked if I was a fool for even considering it. “Is this like time travel?” I asked. “A literary mission doomed to fail? I need you to talk me out of this.” From my perspective, there were countless pitfalls—not the least of which is that I am very American and this is a profoundly Irish story. But Gareth was kind and generous and suggested I was up for the job. It felt like a kind of permission. So when the book was done, I asked my publisher to have Gareth read the manuscript for accuracy. He kindly did so, and his notes were invaluable. I am so thankful for Gareth, and when I finally get to meet him, drinks are on me!

			My good friend and fellow author J.T. Ellison is always game for an adventure—particularly if it involves getting on a plane. So when I asked if she and her husband would be willing to join my husband and me on an Irish research trip, she leaped at the opportunity. That trip, I must say, has become a core memory. And a certain oft repeated phrase in this novel grew out of it. If you, too, find yourself wandering around your house muttering fecking Galway, then you can thank our 2023 trip.

			My writing friends in Nashville and beyond are the reason I haven’t quit. It’s a lonely job sometimes, filled with self-doubt and uncertainty. But then I meet one of them for lunch or coffee or wine or queso, and all is right with the world. We talk shop. Compare notes. Brainstorm. And I remember why I chose this job in the first place. Lisa Patton, Traci Keel, Patti Callahan Henry, Claire Gibson, Paige Crutcher, Helen Ellis, and Laura Benedict—thank you for your friendship.

			Kristee Mays is my oldest friend. We have known each other since we were teenagers. She’s been there for everything from braces to babies, marriage to midlife. Her capacity for putting up with my idiocy is legendary. Kristee takes all my author photos. And my family photos. And my kids’ senior photos. She meets me for sushi. She is grace and patience personified, and I adore her more than I could ever express here.

			My dear friend and almost sister, Julie Monroe, read several early versions of this book. She helped me sort out the structure and provided insight at a critical time. She also throws the world’s best Christmas party. I love her.

			To my own personal Alchemy, I say this: Emma, forever! Julie, Sarah, and Crystal, you are the absolute best humans and my favorite text thread as well.

			There are so many friends and family and neighbors who kept me fed and watered through the long writing of this book. At the risk of forgetting someone, I want to thank Jake and Julie, Samuel and Stephanie, Josh and Abby, Michael and Cindy, Paul and Michelle. I want to thank Carli Baker and Kay Heep and Christine Flott. Jannell Barefoot. My father-in-law, Jerry Lawhon, and my late mother-in-law, Kay. (She was really looking forward to reading this book, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t get it done in time.) Andy and Nicole Kreiling, Blake and Tracy Lawhon. My mother, Emily Allison. My brothers and my sisters. What a gift to have such a full life filled with so many colorful and wonderful people! That alone would have been enough. But the fact that I get to have my dream job as well never ceases to amaze me.

			My husband, Ashley, makes me laugh every day. He’s also smart and handsome and kind. But the laughter—man, that’s made all the difference. Especially on the days when we had much to cry about. I had the great fortune of getting it right the first time, and I’ve now spent more of my life with him than I did without him. I don’t know who I would be—as a woman or a writer—had I not run into him at church in 1998. I don’t believe in accidents or coincidences, though, so I know that God meant him for me. He’s the best gift I’ve ever received.

			Ashley has given me a few gifts as well. London, Parker, Marshall, and Riggs are as different as the points on a compass. But my God, they’re a lot of fun! Even when they’re driving me crazy. Or driving too fast. (Slow down, boys, I can see you on Life360.) When they were little, I used to call them the Wild Rumpus. Unless they were behaving badly, and then they were the Barbarian Horde. These days I call them “missed,” because three of them have left home, and I barely know what to do with all this silence. Boys: I love you more.

			I’ve just spent three years writing and revising and editing a novel set in Ireland. So when I write the name of Jesus I now hear Jaysus and it makes me giggle for some reason. And I don’t think He minds. (I’m sure He’s heard worse.) I mention that to say that, of all the things I am most grateful for, it is Him. Thank you, Jaysus, for every bit of this.
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				The O’Flaherty–O’Malley–MacWilliam Family Tree

				The O’Flaherty Family Branch

				Gil O’Flaherty + Mary O’Flaherty

				Children:

				
						
						Finola O’Flaherty

						
								
								
									Later married David Bourke

									

								
								Connects the O’Flaherty family to the MacWilliam/Bourke family

								

						


						
						Donal O’Flaherty

						
								
								
									Born 1526

									

								
								
									Died 1565

									

								
								
									Married Grace O’Malley in 1546

									

						


				

				


				The O’Malley Family Branch

				Eóin O’Malley + Maeve McConaughey

				Child shown by a solid line:

				
						
						Grace O’Malley

						
								
								
									Born 1530

									

								
								
									Died 1603

									

						


				

				Another child or family connection, shown by a dotted line:

				
						
						Donal O’Malley

						
								
								
									Married Nora Bourke in 1546

									

						


				

				Donal O’Malley + Nora Bourke

				Children:

				
						
						Four unnamed daughters

						

				

				


				The MacWilliam/Bourke Family Branch

				David Bourke + Finola O’Flaherty

				Family members shown beneath them:

				
						
						Walter Bourke

						
								
								Child:

								
										
										“Hook” Richard Bourke

										

								


						


						
						Nora Bourke

						
								
								Her connection to David Bourke is shown with a dotted line

								

								
								
									Married Donal O’Malley in 1546

									

								
								They had four daughters

								

						


						
						Richard Bourke

						
								
								
									Born 1527

									

								
								
									Died 1583

									

								
								
									Married Grace O’Malley in 1566

									

						


				

				Grace O’Malley’s First Marriage

				Grace O’Malley + Donal O’Flaherty

				
					Married 1546

				Children:

				
						
						Young Eóin

						
								
								
									Born 1551

									

								
								
									Died 1586

									

						


						
						Margaret

						
								
								
									Born 1552

									

								
								
									Died 1628

									

								
								
									Married “Hook” Richard Bourke in 1568

									

						


						
						Merrick

						
								
								
									Born 1554

									

								
								
									Died 1626

									

						


				

				Margaret’s Family

				Margaret + “Hook” Richard Bourke

				
					Married 1568

				Child:

				
						
						Young Richard

						

				

				Grace O’Malley’s Second Marriage

				Grace O’Malley + Richard Bourke

				
					Married 1566

				Child:

				
						
						Tibbot

						
								
								
									Born 1567

									

								
								
									Died 1629

									

						


				

				7. Main Connections Between the Families

				
						
						Finola O’Flaherty married David Bourke, connecting the O’Flaherty and Bourke families.

						

						
						Donal O’Flaherty married Grace O’Malley, connecting the O’Flaherty and O’Malley families.

						

						
						Nora Bourke married Donal O’Malley, connecting the Bourke and O’Malley families.

						

						
						Grace O’Malley later married Richard Bourke, creating another O’Malley-Bourke connection.

						

						
						
							Grace’s daughter Margaret married “Hook” Richard Bourke, further joining the O’Flaherty-descended and Bourke branches.

							

						
						Grace O’Malley is the central figure in the chart, linking all three major family groups through her ancestry, marriages, and children.

						

				

				Back to image in Family Tree.
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