
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Shiver Her Timbers

      The Plundered Chronicles, Book 2

    

    




      
        Alex Westmore

      

    

    
      
        [image: Broad Winged Books]
        [image: Broad Winged Books]
      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

        
          A Free Book for You
        

        
          Cast of Historical Figures
        

        
          Map of Renaissance Europe
        

        
          Dedication
        

      

      
        
          
            Shiver Her Timbers
          

        

      

      
        
          More from Alex Westmore
        

        
          About the Author
        

        
          Bonus Offer
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      © 2016, Broad Winged Books

      

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.

      Disclaimer:  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.

      

      Editor:  Rachel Porter

      Cover & Graphics Designer:  Mallory Rock

      Proofreader:  Falcon Storm

      

      Broad Winged Books

      PO Box 721

      Union Lake, MI 48387

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        So you’ve just scored your very own copy of Shiver Her Timbers. Awesome! Hey, you know what’s even more awesome? I want to give you a present as my way of saying thanks for checking me out. Yes, indeed, I’ve written a free short story just for my newsletter subscribers. You can grab your free copy at www.AlexWestmore.net/Newsletter. Happy travels!

        Alex
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      As a historian and writer, I pride myself on getting it right. A great deal of research takes place before and during the writing of any historical novel, and this wild and adventurous ride is no different. While I have stayed true to the historical characterizations of the nonfictional characters, I have manipulated the timelines to be able to push them together in the same geographical area as Quinn. For that, I apologize only for a moment, because once you hop on board the Malendroke with Quinn, you’ll forget you are land-bound in the twenty-first century.

      What follows is a scorecard of those amazing individuals, both male and female, who inhabited the land and seas of the tumultuous sixteenth century. It was a time of female monarchs, female pirates, and female power, as you’ll see when each fabulous woman takes the stage.

      

      Grace O'Malley (c. 1530–c. 1603), also known as Gráinne O'Malley as well as by the nickname Granuaile in Irish folklore, is a well-known figure from the sixteenth century. Commonly known as the Sea Queen of Connacht, Grace lived to the remarkable age of seventy and was one of the fiercest and most successful female pirates in European history.

      

      Mary, Queen of Scots (December 8, 1542–February 8, 1587), also known as Mary Stuart, was Queen of Scotland from 14 December 1542 to 24 July 1567. Mary was a Catholic queen ruling Protestant Scotland while her cousin, Elizabeth, was a Protestant queen ruling a Catholic England. Go figure.

      

      Queen Elizabeth I (September 7, 1533–March 24, 1603) reigned over England and Ireland from November 17, 1558, until her death. Elizabeth’s father, the infamous Henry VIII, executed Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn, two and a half years after Elizabeth's birth for treason, incest, witchcraft, and anything else they could think of to throw at her. During the forty years that Elizabeth reigned, she spent twenty of those incarcerating her cousin Mary, whom she never met. Mary was actually a more legitimate monarch than Elizabeth, a bastard, and so it is easy to see why Elizabeth feared Mary.

      

      Sayyida al Hurra (c. 1485–some time after 1542) was a queen of a different sort. She ruled Tétouan, Morocco, from 1515–1542, and—more importantly for the purposes of this book—she ruled the seas as a pirate queen for much of the same time period. The combination of her fascinating and adventurous life on the sea and her reign in Tétouan made Sayyida a hugely influential woman in the history of the Islamic West. “Sayyida al Hurra” was in fact a title meaning “noble lady who is free and independent; the woman sovereign who bows to no superior authority.” Yeah, she was pretty awesome.

      

      Sir Francis Drake (c. 1540–January 27, 1596) was an English sea captain (pirate), navigator (pirate), slaver (pirate), and politician (rat bastard pirate) during Queen Elizabeth’s reign. Drake filled Elizabeth’s coffers with stolen gold, silver, jewels, and slaves, though many historians prefer to believe she knew nothing about the latter. Elizabeth was nothing if not astute, so this writer is fully convinced that she did not much care what Drake did so long as he filled her treasury... and he did.

      

      Dragut (1485–June 23, 1565), also known by his Turkish name of Turgut Reis, brought the power of the Ottoman Empire to the seas during his years as an Ottoman Greek admiral. North African coast had never seen such maritime mastery before Dragut hit the seas and grew his empire’s power to previously unmatched strengths. As pasha—an honorary title for a high-ranking political or military officer in the Ottoman Empire—he dropped major coin to build up the city of Tripoli. Despite the atrocities he committed on the sea, this last venture did succeed in making the North African coast more beautiful and impressive than ever. Still, the guy was a nasty piece of work and makes for a great villain.
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      This one is for Kari, who shivers MY timbers and has shown me a different way of being in the world. Not many people can handle Storm, Mega, LK, Lin, and Alex, but you have done so with great aplomb. Welcome to our crazy world. I hope you stay.

    

  









          Shiver Her Timbers

        

      

    
    
      Quinn Gallagher expertly drove her short sword through the Englishman’s neck, then used her foot against his belly to push him off it. He was dead before he hit the ground, the third such pirate to feel the bite from her sword.

      “Callaghan!”

      Hearing her pirate nom de plume, Quinn whirled around in time to prevent her head from being cleaved in two by a long sword already soiled with the blood of another. An ugly-ass man with a pockmarked face and eyes like a shark came at her, sword raised, hatred in his black eyes.

      Their swords made a loud clang as they careened off each other. Her foe, a man nearly twice her size yet doubly slow, did not recover in time.

      Knocking him off his feet with a leg sweep, Quinn rose, looked him in the eye, and then plunged her sword through his heart, killing him instantly. He dropped to his knees as she yanked it back out.

      Glancing around the bloody deck of the English ship they’d boarded, Quinn saw an easy victory for her Irish. These English were too soft... too weak. They, like their landed brethren, did not understand nor did they appreciate the tenacity and determination of the Irish clans. They did not fully respect the grit and guts of Grace O’Malley and her crew. As a result, they were at this moment paying the highest price for underestimating the crew of the Malendroke.

      Grace O’Malley, Scourge of the Seas, Queen of Connacht, Captain of Men, the list of titles went on. Grace O’Malley, captain of the Irish ship known as the Malendroke, was busy fighting off—not one, but two—English adversaries. She needed no help from her men to finish them both off. Few who met her ever forgot her or the manner in which she and her men fought.

      Some called her Grainne, others Granuaile, and still others just called her dangerous because of all she had accomplished as a woman commanding a ship of two hundred men during the reign of Queen Elizabeth. Grace had been captaining the Malendroke for years and had garnered a fiercely loyal group of pirates who fought better than any on the high seas.

      It was these men who were fighting now for more than just a toll for passing ships. No, these were men of the O’Faherty and O’Neill clans who had begun fighting for their way of life once Elizabeth had taken the throne in England eight years ago. Since her coronation, Elizabeth had started replacing the clans’ chieftains with English nobles and lords in what was called plantation.

      That fact had never sat well with the Irish, so Grace and her pirates were fighting for more than booty and plunder. They were fighting now for tradition, for their families, for their way of life.

      When the last Englishman was run through and tossed overboard, Quinn and the first mate, Innis, stood shoulder to shoulder surveying their prize.

      The English ship had run aground near Grace’s home on Clare Island. Grace had declared war on any English ship that came into her sight ever since she’d had a run-in with young Francis Drake six years ago. He had done more than ruffle her feathers––he’d exposed talons she would use to tear the British ships apart piece by piece.

      “Well now, lad, it would appear we have captured yet another one of Her Majesty’s royal piece-of-jackarse ships,” Innis said. “Either we’re gettin’ tougher, or they’re gettin’ softer.”

      “Maybe a little of both. It’s almost become too easy.” Quinn motioned for the men to go below.

      “Careful, Callaghan. When ya get overconfident is the moment a lesser man runs ya through.” Innis patted her shoulder and joined the men below to make sure whatever bounty sat in the hold didn’t make its way into a pocket or twelve.

      As Quinn watched him descend the stairs, another man took his place by Quinn’s side. “Ya two work well together, laddie. Considerin’ the past between ya, I’m a wee bit surprised.”

      Turning, Quinn nodded to Tavish McGee, a block of a Scot with shoulder-length flaming red hair and a full beard to match. In the sunlight, the gold strands looked silver as his beard, a tad lighter than his hair, revealed some aging.

      “Took long enough, but the arse sorta grew on me.”

      Tavish chuckled. “Tis hard fer a man to be replaced in the peckin’ order of things. I’m glad to see he finally came around even if he is an arsehole most of the time.”

      “He’s a good sailor––faithful to Captain O’Malley. In the end, I suppose that’s all that matters.”

      “Yer a better man than I, Callaghan. I’da tossed his arse overboard at night if he’d treated me the way he done ya.”

      “We got past it.”

      “He wasna none too nice to yer brother, either. How’s old Paddy these days?”

      Patrick Callaghan, Quinn’s brother, had tried to join her as a pirate on this great ship, but the sea life hadn’t been for him. Quinn smiled, thinking of him. “Last time I went home, he was doing much better. The sea life was not for him. He finally got some color besides green back in his cheeks.”

      Tavish laughed. “Och, aye. He was a fish outta water, that boy. Best thing that happened to him was to get offa the ship. I’m glad he’s doin’ better.”

      “Much.”

      They stood in silence as the men started bringing up chest after chest from the hold.

      “Bloody hell... ” Tavish murmured as one chest led to ten and then to fourteen. “Did ya ken, Callaghan?”

      They were joined by Connor, another of Quinn’s best friends on the ship. “This is quite a shipment, Callaghan. That bitch queen in England is gonna pitch a fit when she hears that we nicked this from her.”

      “So,” Tavish butted in again, “the squatty Scot asked if ya knew there was this much on board. Didja?”

      Quinn did not move, but stood with her hands behind her back as the last chest was hauled from the belly of the beast. It was far more than she had expected. “Not even remotely, Tavish. I knew she was sittin’ low, but I had no idea she was carryin’ this much coin.”

      The men gathered around, as was their custom on the Malendroke, and waited to see if the wounds were worth the booty.

      Oftentimes, they weren’t.

      This was not one of those times.

      “Callaghan, would ya like to do the honor?” Innis asked, placing his booted foot on top of one of the wooden chests. His worn boot had both fresh and dried blood on it.

      “Absolutely!” Quinn raised her sword and the rest of the men followed suit. They had grown to love her in their six years together. The fact that the young Callaghan still didn’t grow a beard seemed to bother them not at all; they had stopped questioning it long ago. As long as she continued to drink, fight, and fuck like a man, that was really all that mattered.

      “For Ireland!” Quinn shouted.

      “For Ireland!” the men replied.

      “For Captain O’Malley!” Quinn shouted louder.

      “For Captain O’Malley!” came their echo.

      “Be my guest, Innis. Let’s see what else these scalawags were transportin’ over our sea.”

      The men quieted while Innis broke the lock and knelt down in front of the wooden chest. “For Eyre,” he whispered, opening the chest.

      Nobody moved.

      Nobody made a sound.

      Inside the chest was a man’s head lying on top of gold and silver coins. The man’s hair was red. His face looked as if it had been beaten prior to being cut off.

      Innis rose slowly. “It would appear,” he said, turning to the men, “that someone lost his head over a pile of gold.”

      The men erupted in laughter and banged their swords on the deck.

      Tavish was the only man on deck not celebrating as he ambled over to gaze down at the head in the chest.

      Quinn joined him and looked alternately from the chest to Tavish and back again. Sensing his tenseness and ire, she held her sword up for silence.

      The men slowly quieted down as Grace descended the steps. “Well, Callaghan? Are we richer than we were yesterday?”

      Gently closing the lid, Tavish stepped away from the chest and muttered under his breath.

      “Tavish?” Grace asked, stepping up to gaze down at the chest. “Mother of god. Do not be celebratin’ this, fellas.”

      The crew silenced immediately.

      Running his hand through his beard, Tavish stared out at the coastline. “Captain’s right. This is nothin’ to celebrate, laddies. We’ve got a Scottish head and English gold, and that can only mean one thing. Elizabeth is comin’ after us all.”

      

      All told, there were four heads in those chests filled with Elizabeth’s silver and gold. While the booty was substantial, the message it wrought did not fill them with the usual joy such bounty provoked.

      Tavish stroked his beard as he stared down at the heads. “I canna be certain, lad, that enna one a these blokes is from my queen’s cabinet, but I’d bet an arm they are.”

      Grace retied her hair. “Whoever they were, it is clear Elizabeth is gearin’ up fer a war of some sort, and she is sendin’ a message to supporters of Mary to show what will happen to those who chose the wrong side.”

      Quinn sighed as she looked down at the heads. So far, Elizabeth had been unable to bring the headstrong Scottish queen to heel. “Even though they’re cousins, it is evident that Elizabeth will always feel threatened by Mary and wish her off the throne.”

      “But this? This is a bloody message that could start a war,” Connor said, towering over Quinn from behind. “This is a warnin’.”

      Grace knelt down and studied one of the heads. “This does not bode well fer our people. Should Elizabeth succeed in pullin’ Scotland into her bosom, how much soon after will she launch attacks on Ireland? As long as Scotland remains a buffer between our two nations, Ireland stands a chance at maintainin’ our traditions and customs––of remainin’ free from Elizabeth’s shadow.”

      Quinn pursed her lips. She worried about this constantly, especially since her beloved Fiona was with child for the second time. She also fretted because both her pirate friends and her noble family were more than willing to spill blood in order to prevent the English queen from rolling over them as well. That meant deaths of many of her clansmen, and that was unacceptable.

      “Well, fellas, I’m thinkin’ there is trouble afoot here. It is our duty to return these heads to Scotland and warn Mary that Elizabeth or her men have sent a bloody message.” Rising, Grace turned to Quinn. “Once we get everrathin’ situated here, Callaghan, ya might need to leave us fer yer woman. It’s not a good time to be so far from her.”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye, Captain.” It vexed her that she was not with Fiona during this crucial time in the pregnancy, but what was she to do? She must rely on Fiona’s husband to care for her, which he had always done to Quinn’s standards. Quinn wished she could disdain the man who was Fiona’s husband, but he was a good man, a fair man, and he did take exceedingly good care of Fiona.

      Still, Quinn sometimes couldn’t help but wonder why she kept hanging on to a woman who was married and with child.

      With child. It was a dangerous predicament for a woman.

      Grace pulled Quinn away from the men and draped her arm over Quinn’s shoulder. “I know yer worried sick, Callaghan. I can see it in yer face.”

      “Sir, I seldom pray to the goddesses, but lately, it is all I can do to ease my worries over this pregnancy. The loss of Fiona’s first child nearly crushed her spirit.” Had Quinn not been there those weeks after, she was sure the tragedy would have destroyed Fiona. Like so many women who survived the death of an infant, Quinn’s lover was sad and morose for weeks. This pregnancy worried Quinn for that reason. Childbirth was such a risky event that Quinn felt she must leave Fiona in the hands of the goddesses who watched over her.

      She also prayed for Grace. The captain had been tempestuous since she’d remarried a year ago, and Quinn was certain she had a plan for dislodging her husband from her life soon enough. It was Grace’s way. She wasn’t one to sit around letting life take a crap on her boots. Grace O’Malley always had a plan and a backup plan. If her marriage was still as sour as it originally appeared, she was waiting for the exact right time to disengage.

      “I could say the same about you, sir,” Quinn ventured after a moment of silence. “Ever since your marriage, you’ve not seemed to be yourself.”

      Grace removed her arm and placed both hands on the railing. “Richard-an-Iarainn’s marriage to me has put the bugger as a contender fer the MacWilliamship title. I am quite certain he married me to position himself thusly, and I am no longer certain how I feel about that.”

      Quinn believed Grace was ready to end her one-year trial marriage with Richard before he became too strong. Christian marriage had not but a tenuous toehold in Ireland. Quinn suspected Grace would soon secure whatever it was she married for so they could return to the task at hand.

      “And what does that mean to your marriage, Captain?”

      “I canna worra too much about that right now, Callaghan, not while we are tryin’ to keep Ireland safe. Whatever will happen between me and my husband will not affect what we need to do here. I guarantee that.”

      The Malendroke headed now to Grace’s husband’s castle of Rockfleet, where Quinn was certain that Grace would wish to leave quickly in order to meet with the queen of Scotland and share with Mary what they had found in those chests. Quinn wished she could predict the Scottish queen’s reaction, but she could not. Mary of Scotland was unlike any other woman she had ever met, but her whims and her ways were as foreign to Quinn as the languages of Africa. In the six years since Quinn had met Mary, she had only grown more and more fascinated with the Scottish queen. Mary was strong, fiercely independent, and her loathing of her cousin Elizabeth and of the dandy pirate Francis Drake were well deserved.

      They were coming for Mary of Scotland, and she knew it.

      

      Two days later, after taking the Malendroke out to test out new sails, the crew, led by Quinn and Innis, returned to Carraigahowley Castle, also known as Rockfleet. It was a typical Gaelic castle with a square tower keep, high stone walls, and small bow windows for firing. Positioned just off the water and protected by a small barbican, Rockfleet was four stories high and, at high tide, was surrounded by the sea on three sides. It was situated perfectly and well protected against the winds of Fate... but nothing could protect them from the sight they saw the next morning.

      Up bright and early to clean the deck and repair sails, the crew witnessed one of the oddest moments they would have with Grace O’Malley.

      Standing on one of the ramparts and tossing clothes, boots, even swords down to the ground below was Captain O’Malley, cursing worse than normal and louder than ever.

      The man below receiving this rain of goods was none other than her husband, Richard, who jumped out of the way as the swords plummeted to the ground, some sticking in the wet ground while others bounced this way and that.

      “Away with ya, Richard Bourke! I dismiss ya as my husband.” Grace chucked another pile of clothes to the ground. “Off with thee!”

      Richard yelled something up to her, but the wind blocked Quinn from hearing it.

      Grace grabbed more clothes and dropped them down at him. “Ya have had yer year, and now I take that which is legally mine. Begone lest the crew of my ship and my men inside make a fencin’ dummy out of ya.”

      Richard cast one glance back at the Malendroke before picking up two swords, getting on his horse, and riding away spewing expletives over his shoulder.

      Grace looked out as if seeing the ship and crew for the first time. “Well? Whatterya waitin’ for? An invitation?” she yelled. “Finish up there and get on in fer breakfast. I’m starvin’.”

      Everyone bumped into each other trying to get out of her line of sight.

      Everyone but Quinn, who waited for the plank to lower to the dock and then marched up to the castle where Grace overlooked her.

      “We need to talk about those heads,” Quinn shouted up.

      “Only ya would be foolish enough to take me on while I am in a fit of rage, Callaghan.”

      “We can’t just ignore them, sir.” In all her time on board, Quinn had never really figured out why they called her sir, but they always did. “We need to make a decision about what to do with them. The gold, I get, but the heads? I think they need special handling.”

      Grace reached behind her, tied her long flowing locks in a knot, and used a pulley rope to lower herself to the littered ground below. “I woke up thinkin’ about ’em, Callaghan, and all I keep comin’ up with is we are all in trouble here. I don’t know how much longer we can keep Elizabeth or her lap dog Drake at bay.”

      For six years, Grace had kept a keen eye open for the English pirate who had done her wrong. Even during the time when she was facing the Spanish, she would still search the horizon for his ship. She hated him that much for transgressions that ended with him trying to fool her into sinking a ship with her own men on board. And though she had not done so, Grace O’Malley would never forgive Drake’s intentions, nor would she forget.

      “Callaghan, did ya sketch the faces like I asked? All four faces?”

      Quinn nodded as she reached into her leather jerkin and pulled out the small sketch pad she always carried with her. “Aye.”

      “Good.” Grace took the pad and flipped through the pages. “Well done, Callaghan.” Then she looked at the rest of the crew coming down the ramp. “The resta ya, prepare to sail north. I’ve handled my business here. Now Mary of Scots must be made aware of her business.”

      The crew scuttled like crabs at her command.

      “Where’s Tavish?” Grace called out, her hair whipping around in the wind.

      Tavish quickly approached “Here, sir.”

      Grace studied the drawings for another moment before handing them to him. “Any idea who these could be or why they were chosen?”

      Tavish studied at the bloodless faces once more. “I could be wrong, Captain, but two of them could verra well be cabinet members or advisors to my queen. Hard to tell with no blood or colorin’. These drawins of Callaghan’s are good, though. We oughtta be able to show these to the queen for some sorta verification.”

      Grace nodded, laced her fingers behind her back, and paced back and forth. At nearly six feet tall, she was as imposing a figure as any man, with her brown leather jerkin covering her broad shoulders and her thick, brown leather belt cinched around her taut waist. Two swords dangled from the belt––swords she apparently wore even while at home. Having been attacked once in her house without them, she was never more than an arm’s length away from defense.

      “So we have bloody heads and gold coins in the same chests. Tell me this, Tavish, what does that tell ya? What would ya do if ya were in my boots?”

      Tavish rubbed his chin. “It tells me, Captain, that this is payment to whoever was in charge of cuttin’ off the heads.”

      “Or?”

      Tavish grinned. “Or the heads came after the booty was retrieved. No doubt they are tied together, head and coin.”

      “And the ship carryin’ these was headed––”

      “North,” Quinn replied, knowing Grace knew exactly where the ship was headed. She had always enjoyed puzzling her thoughts out loud.

      Grace strode across the grounds. “Exactly. I’m thinkin’ they had already gathered the gold prior to the beheadins. This is Elizabeth’s gold. So it begs the question, who would she send this amount of money to and fer what purpose? What message was she sendin’ and to whom?”

      Quinn had watched Grace O’Malley work things out loud like this all the time. It kept her, Grace had explained once, from becoming too rooted in her own perceptions. “Who wants a shot at figgerin’ this out?”

      Tavish was the first to take a go at it. “I’ll go, sir. I believe Elizabeth is gearin’ up for the removal of my queen from the throne of Scotland, so Elizabeth sent her men to Scotland to disabuse these men of their heads. The money was originally payment fer the job, but... ” Tavish shook his head as he stared down at the sketches.

      “But? Go on, Tavish.”

      “The fact that the heads are with the coins suggests that someone double-crossed the killers. That definitely is somethin’ Elizabeth and her men would be capable of. That woman has no loyalty to nothin’.”

      “And yer folks? How keen are they on Mary now?”

      “Keen? I believe the religious tension will only continued to be fueled by Elizabeth. She wants the Protestants under her wing.”

      Grace stopped pacing. “Well done. If many of yer people have turned on Mary to the point of killin’ important members of her inner circle, she needs to be made aware. We cannot allow her to function on false information or to believe that she or her people are enna safer today than they were yesterday. We owe it to yer queen to tell her about these heads and the payment in kind.”

      “Problem is,” Quinn started, stepping forward, “we have no proof it was Elizabeth. This is all supposition.”

      Grace’s eyebrows rose.

      “Conjecture.” Quinn shook her head as she struggled to find a better pirate word. “We just don’t have any evidence or proof.”

      “We do not need proof, Callaghan. We are not goin’ to trial. We are not even doin’ enna investigatin’. All we need do is inform Mary of Scotland what we believe is afoot. One look at those trunks and she’ll be able to figger out whatever it is needs figgerin’. Maybe it’s somethin’, maybe it’s nothin’, but she needs to know what we’ve discovered. Those chests with the heads will remain on board fer the trip to Scotland, but we’re keepin’ the booty. We shall take the heads to Scotland and meet with yer queen once again, Tavish.”

      Tavish locked eyes with her. “Sir? If we are caught with those heads, we will be hanged or quartered before Mary can hear the truth. Are ya certain that’s the way ya want to play it?”

      Grace rubbed her cleft chin in thought. “Ya are correct, Tavish. We most certainly will be hanged if we are caught.” She grinned. “Then I suggest we not get caught. Now, ya all have yer tasks. I suggest ya finish them as quickly as possible. We set sail fer Scotland in the mornin’.”

      As the rest of the men carried out her orders, Grace approached Quinn. “Why so quiet, Callaghan? This was a verra profitable run fer us. I am impressed with the way ya handled the engagement of the men as well as the retrieval of the booty. It was fun to watch.”

      Quinn nodded. “I appreciate the opportunity to try captaining out for size, sir, but in truth I feel much more comfortable with you at the helm.”

      Grace tossed her head back and laughed. “Ya and me both, Callaghan! Now tell me, what’s got yer brow so furrowed this morn?”

      Quinn stepped closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “As much as I know I should go to Scotland with the crew, Fiona is near birthin’ time again and––”

      “And ya wish to be with her.” Grace said the words without inflection.

      Quinn nodded sheepishly.

      “Seems to me, Callaghan, that ya’ve earned the right to take care of some personal business. That’s a lot of English coin ya’ve turned over. Ya have my permission to go, but I cannot let Tavish go with ya. I know he is yer best mate and all, but we are gonna need someone who can navigate the terrain and get us to the queen with as little fanfare as possible.”

      “I do not need an escort, Captain. Going alone is better for me anyway, under the circumstances.”

      Grace nodded in understanding. Six years ago, she had discovered Quinn’s true identity. Not once, as far as Quinn knew, had she revealed that secret to another living soul. “Go then, Callaghan. Send Fiona my love and wish her well. I know that losin’ the babe tore her in two last time.” Kneeling down, Grace pulled a pouch from her boot and filled it with so many coins it nearly split. Handing it up to Quinn, she murmured, “Just in case.”

      Taking the pouch, Quinn nodded. “Thank you, sir. That is very generous.”

      “Don’t return to the Malendroke or Clew Bay until that babe is born. We’ll be fine without ya fer a spell. But... just a spell, mind ya. Now that I divorced Richard, there’s no tellin’ what might happen. His kin won’t look kindly on how I sent him packin’.” Grace chuckled. “And to think he really believed he could get the jump on me and take my castle? That man forgot who he married.”

      “He was an arse, sir. Good riddance, I say.”

      Grace laughed once more. “Go on to yer woman, Callaghan, and be safe. This world of ours is about to turn upside down, and we’re gonna need pirates like ya to help keep Ireland safe.”

      “Aye, captain. I’ll be sure to get back as soon as the babe is born.”

      So, it was with a heart filled with joy mixed with apprehension that Quinn headed alone for Fiona’s castle on the cliff.

      

      “You’ve come,” Fiona said, reaching her arms out for Quinn, who was dressed in a long, flowing dress of a noblewoman instead of her usual pirate gear.

      Quinn used to come as Callaghan the pirate, but once Fiona was made aware of Quinn’s true identity, she came dressed as a woman, so as to allay any suspicion by her husband that they were romantically involved. At first, they were worried the guards who had seen Quinn as a pirate might suspect, but Quinn in a dress and long wig looked nothing like the shorthaired pirate in dungarees and boots.

      Stepping into Fiona’s arms, Quinn could not believe how large her belly had become. “You look about to burst, my love.”

      Fiona chuckled, pulling Quinn into her private chambers and dismissing her attendants. “It is so good to see you, my sweet girl.” Fiona gently held Quinn’s face in her hands and kissed her lips softly, making murmuring sounds as they kissed. “Oh yes... this is just what I’ve been craving.” Pulling and tugging at Quinn’s clothes, Fiona had her out of them in no time, her hands all over her soft skin, her lips never releasing Quinn’s eager mouth.

      “Where is your husband?”

      “Gone for the night. Kiss me.”

      Quinn kissed Fiona, first on the mouth, then letting her lips travel the length of her neck to her shoulders, her collarbone, her upper breast. All the while, her hands slid her robe from her shoulders, leaving her bare and exposed. Her breasts seemed twice as large as they normally were. Goosebumps rose to retaliate against the cold.

      Placing her hands on Fiona’s protruding belly, Quinn knelt on one knee and kissed it all over.

      Fiona gently pulled her back up to her and kissed her long and deep, her tongue reaching into Quinn’s lips. They stood pressed as closely together as Fiona’s large belly would allow.

      The only sounds in the chamber were their heavy breaths as they consumed each other with lustful vigor, peeling off each other’s clothes as if their lives depended on it.

      “My god, how I’ve missed you,” Fiona murmured, lying back on the large bed, her belly looking like a white hill. “More than you could ever know.” Spreading her legs apart, she sighed loudly. “More than either of us could ever know.” Placing her hand on her wetness, she parted herself for Quinn. “I do not know what happens to a woman when she is with child, but I seem to crave you every moment of every day. Please, my love. Take me now. Now—before I burst.”

      Quinn sat on her knees between Fiona’s legs and gently held them apart, marveling at the soft inner skin of Fiona’s thighs and the wetness glistening between Fiona’s fingers. “Truly? Then you must show me, my love. You must give me every ounce of you there is. Give me everything. Hold back nothing.”

      Fiona sat upon her elbows and looked over her protruding belly, a lascivious smile slowly spreading across her face. “And if I don’t?”

      Gently removing Fiona’s hand, Quinn toyed with Fiona’s engorged clit with her fingertips. “Then I shall force you to submit to my will, and we both know how that drives you mad.”

      Fiona visibly shuddered. “Do you not know who I am? I submit to no man.”

      A grin matching Fiona’s formed on Quinn’s lips. “Then it is fortunate for us both that I am not a man. Otherwise this might not be nearly as pleasant.”

      Taking both of Fiona’s legs, Quinn placed them over her own shoulders, forcing Fiona to her back.

      Without taking her eyes from her lover’s, Quinn quickly entered her wetness with two fingers. Fiona rewarded her with a quick intake of breath as she began fondling her own breasts, nipples standing erect.

      “So you think you can come into my bedchambers any time you wish and take me?” Fiona gasped.

      Quinn pushed in a little harder as she leaned over and growled. “Push those enormous tits together. It has been too long since they were in my mouth.”

      Fiona did as she was bade, and Quinn lowered her mouth to one of the hard knobs. Before the pregnancy, she could take both in her mouth at once, but now her breasts were too full for that.

      Beneath her, Fiona arched her back and pushed her hips against Quinn’s palm.

      “You have missed me,” Quinn said, taking the nipple between her lips.

      “You have no idea.” Pulling Quinn to her, Fiona kissed her hard, grabbing her hair and holding her there.

      They might have kissed each other like that for much longer had Quinn not felt the baby move. Startled, she leaped off Fiona so fast that she lost her balance and fell back on her ass.

      Fiona, for her part, held her big belly as she laughed and laughed. “Silly thing, it was just the baby urging you on.” Sitting up, Fiona gazed lovingly at Quinn, who sat on the floor, her eyes wide in wonder.

      “I hope I did not hurt her––”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You could never... ” Fiona stared at Quinn. “You said her.”

      Carefully returning to the bed, Quinn smiled as Fiona took Quinn’s hand and placed it on her belly. “I did, didn’t I?”

      “What makes you think this is a girl?”

      “She... feels different than the boy did. You carry her differently.”

      Fiona lay back and motioned for Quinn to lie with her. “You are so much more observant than my husband.”

      “He is a man. He observes other things.” Quinn laid her head in the crook of Fiona’s shoulder. “Do not judge him too harshly. Are you afraid?”

      “Of losing this one? Yes, but being afraid changes nothing, so I choose not to be. Are you?”

      Quinn traced the outline of Fiona’s areola with her fingertip. “I fear losing you. Out of the whole world, that is all I truly am afraid of.”

      “Is that so? With swords and muskets, pirates and thieves, you do not fear anything but that?”

      Quinn sat up on her elbow looking down into her lover’s face. “A pirate does not fear his own death, my love, but that of the one who holds his heart.”

      Fiona brushed a stray hair from Quinn’s forehead. “I only wish I could hold your heart more often. I still stand on the balcony overlooking the sea every night and talk to you. A part of me believes my words are carried on the wind to your ears so that you know—always know—I am yours. I tell myself that knowing this will help you fight harder and be safer so that you can return home to me.”

      “And every night, I stand on the bow of the Malendroke, listening to that very wind and beckoning it to return my words to you.” Leaning over, Quinn softly kissed her. “I was not here for the birth of your son, but Captain O’Malley has granted me leave until she is born.”

      Fiona’s face lit up. “Truly?”

      “Aye. I believe she regrets keeping me out to sea last time when you needed me. You need not be afraid of that this time, my love. I shall remain as near to you as if I were your husband.”

      Fiona ran her fingers across Quinn’s collarbone. “Which you are in so very many ways.” Fiona made a funny noise. “I see she agrees.” Taking Quinn’s hand from her nipple, she placed it on her belly. “Shhh.”

      Quinn did not have to wait long to feel the baby kick three times.

      “Oh... my.”

      Fiona chuckled. “She must know my true love is here and wishes to say hello.”

      “She’s a strong one, this lass.”

      “That she is.” Bringing Quinn back to her, Fiona kissed her softly. “I am so very happy you shall be staying.”

      “Aye. How much longer will she be hiding out in there?”

      Fiona signed. “Not more than a couple of weeks. She is restless to see the world. If I did not know better, I would say she truly is yours.”

      Quinn grinned. “Well, she may not be, but her mother is, and it is high time I reminded her of that.”

      Kissing her way down Fiona’s body, Quinn spent the next several hours doing just that.

      

      I’d never felt a baby move inside a woman before. I’ve seen many things in my years serving Captain O’Malley, but this was quite unlike anything I have ever experienced.

      Last night, as we lay in each other’s arms, I caught Fiona up on the news that Grace O’Malley had divorced Richard. She was not the least bit surprised. She said there were rumors that he had his sights on ruling above her, and everyone but him knew she would never allow that.

      As she told me all of the land-based news, the baby continued to make herself known. Fiona said the near climax probably woke the girl up and that she was wont to fall asleep for fear of missing anything.

      I love this child dearly already, though I know how dangerous childbirth can be. One cannot become too attached until after the first year.

      In Morocco a few years back, I watched a wet nurse reach her entire hand up to her elbow inside a woman in order to help the baby release himself from his mother. I nearly fainted. Women’s bodies are amazingly resilient.

      Yes, I can hack off limbs, slip around in the blood of dead men, and look at brains oozing from a man’s ears, but when that hand and half an arm disappeared inside that woman, it nearly dropped me like a stone.

      Childbirth is a miracle, and I’ve found myself praying to any goddess who will listen to preserve the life of my beloved. Fiona is more than my lover—she is my anchor. Without her, I would never feel the need to come to land. Apart from the lack of female companionship, the ship has everything I need.

      Who knew six years ago, when I first embarked on this journey to save Shea, that I would find friends, a family, and a home on the deck of a pirate ship? After keeping my word to Shea, I suddenly realized I was no longer playacting the role. I was and still am a pirate aboard Captain Grace O’Malley’s pirate ship––a ship and crew feared around the whole of Europe. And I love it. Every bit of it.

      But now, as I write this from the comfort of Fiona’s home, I question what I might be missing on land while I am out to sea. The two worlds rarely collide, and when they do, it is seldom good for either.

      I am not a fool. I know that as much as Fiona anchors me to land, she cannot do so indefinitely. She will need to be mother, lover, and wife in her family, and there is no place for me there. I need to be first mate, expert swordsman, and head of the valiant and able crew of the Malendroke. Our journey together will, one day, diverge. It is inevitable.

      I wasn’t really a pirate when I started, but I most certainly am one now, and one day, Fiona is going to have to say goodbye to Kieran Callaghan.

      I just hope I am ready for when that day comes.

      

      The next morning, Quinn and Fiona were walking the garden together when a messenger rode up, the dark mare kicking up dust as it came to a halt.

      Quinn immediately reached for a sword that wasn’t there in her noblewoman garb. Her throwing knives were still strapped to her thigh, but to reach them she needed to pull up meters of fabric––not the easiest maneuver.

      Fiona stayed her hand. “It is merely a message, my love. Relax.”

      A guard escorted the sweaty messenger to the garden, leaving the horse to be tended to by the stable hand.

      “I have a message for one named Callaghan.”

      Fiona waved the guard away. When he was gone, she stepped up to the messenger. “You may speak freely in front of my company.”

      The messenger looked around as if trying to find the man the message was sent for. “Ma’am, I––”

      “I insist. You have my word I will get the message to this Callaghan. Speak now or suffer greatly.”

      The messenger nodded. “The message is from the crew remaining at Rockfleet. Richard Bourke has gathered enough men to try to retake Rockfleet Castle while Captain O’Malley is away. Callaghan is respectfully requested to return to the castle at once to help defend it.” His eyes continued to scan the garden in search of the recipient of the dispatch.

      “How many men has he?” Quinn asked.

      The messenger stared at her.

      “Come on, man, answer the bloody question.”

      Reeling back as if slapped, he responded, “Near a hundred, ma’am. That is really all I know.”

      Quinn immediately started indoors. “Thank you.”

      “Ma’am? I’m supposed to inquire if Master Callaghan is in need of a horse.”

      Over her shoulder, Quinn replied. “No. He is not.”

      When the messenger was gone, Fiona returned indoors to find Quinn preparing to leave.

      “You know I would not leave you unless––”

      Fiona gently touched two fingers to Quinn’s lips. “You needn’t explain nor apologize, my sweet love. She is your family. The babe is not quite ready to explore the world yet, so we have some time. Do whatever you need to do.”

      Quinn kissed Fiona’s fingertips before moving them away. “You continually amaze me.”

      “My home is not in danger. You must return to Rockfleet to protect it against her husband’s advances. She would expect nothing less from you. Nor would I. Is there anything I may assist you with?”

      Quinn took Fiona’s face in her hands and gazed deeply into her eyes. “I shall return before the baby is born. Can you wait that long?”

      Fiona laughed. “Have you not been paying attention, my love? She already has a mind of her own. She will come when she is good and ready and not one moment sooner. We will wait if we can, but that is not up to me.” Fiona grinned. “There are moments like this one where you are so much more man than woman. Go, my love, and return when you can.”

      “I shall hurry back on the wings of Brigit.”

      “Just be safe. We will be waiting for your return.” Fiona kissed her again. “I do so love you, Callaghan.”

      “And I you, m’lady. I you.”

      As Quinn mounted her horse, her skirts billowing in the breeze, she tucked the bundle of pirate clothes under her crotch as she gazed out at heavy bellied Fiona and sighed. A small part of her thought she should stay to take care of her lover, to be there in case she as needed. The larger part of her demanded she return at once, to help secure Grace’s home from Richard––to defend Grace’s possessions and property.

      But how long could she keep choosing Grace over Fiona? How much longer could she continue this role playing as a man?

      With more questions than answers, Quinn spurred her horse forward, knowing that, no matter who the other person was, Quinn would probably always choose Grace O’Malley—and what woman would be able to live with that?

      

      It was early afternoon when Quinn arrived at Rockfleet Castle with two hundred men behind her. It had been fairly easy to round up men willing to fight for the queen of Connacht––such was the respect and admiration Grace garnered from the people. All Quinn had to do was let it be known in several taverns that Grace’s holdings were being threatened. Men from all walks of life jumped at the chance to be in her good graces.

      They owed Captain O’Malley.

      Even as they made their way to the castle, onlookers grabbed up arms and joined them. Richard Bourke’s people did not have strength of loyalty and honor as had the O’Malley clan. Grace did not pirate the seas without spreading her wealth to those in need, and many of those recipients walked behind Quinn on their way to Rockfleet.

      “Stay back a moment,” Quinn cried to the crowd behind her. “Count to one hundred and then come ahead. Ya.” She pointed to a barrel chested man holding a meat cleaver. “Ya count and then bring the good people forward. Be prepared to fight and fight hard. Remember who Grace O’Malley is and what she does for us.”

      “She is our pirate queen!” one man yelled.

      “She is a warrior of Ireland!” came another.

      It touched Quinn’s heart to see and hear the love and loyalty her captain garnered. “Start countin’ when ya see me no longer.” Quinn left the group standing near a rock formation that protected the southern entrance to the castle.

      “Callaghan!” One Eye said, embracing her and clapping her on the back. “Good to see ya, lad.” He adjusted the patch over his eye and smiled a nearly toothless grin.

      “Ya seem surprised to see me, Eye.”

      “Not to see ya. To see ya so soon. I was afeared ya wouldn’t get here ’til after it started.”

      “Ya sent the message?”

      One Eye held the reins. “Aye. I didn’t think we had the numbers to win.”

      Quinn dismounted, handing the reins to a young boy as she landed on the ground. “I came at once. What do we know?”

      One Eye lead her into the square castle to a large wooden table. “Bourke’s people are comin’ up from the south. They think the castle has a nothin’ but a small staff since the cap’n is gone.”

      “What are our numbers?”

      “Thirty-five who can fight. Eleven who cannot. I was hopin’ ya’d brought a few men with ya, Callaghan. ’Tis not goin’ to be easy defendin’ it with less than halfa their numbers.”

      Quinn nodded, a slow grin creeping upon her face. “I did not bring a few men with me, One Eye.”

      One Eye ran a dirty hand over his bald head and nodded. “No worries. Ya brought yer blades, and ya easily equal a dozen fightin’ men.”

      There came a loud ruckus from outside that made all heads turn.

      “What is goin’ on out there?” One Eye asked, heading toward the door with his sword drawn.

      Quinn lightly touched his sword arm. “I would imagine it is the few hundred men I brought with me.”

      One Eye peered outside before striding back to Quinn and clapping her shoulders once more. “I should ha’ known ya’d never let the cap’n down.”

      “Of course not. She’d be none too pleased. Do ya have a defense plan now?”

      One Eye grinned. “I’ll have to review my first defense idears.”

      “For?”

      “For an offense, and I’m thinkin’ I know what we wanna do now that we got the numbers.”

      When the fighting plans were laid out and everyone was in place, Quinn and One Eye waved off eighteen of the twenty smaller ships Grace used to stop passing ships for her toll. On the two remaining vessels, Quinn situated twenty men apiece down in the cargo holds. They had fifty men, ten of whom were proficient archers, inside the castle. The remaining fighters scattered across Clew Bay, many waiting near the water with reeds at the ready.

      From atop the four-story castle, two lookouts peered through telescopes in the direction of Bourke’s men.

      “Here they come!” announced one of the lookouts. “At least a hundred... more like a hundred and fifty!”

      The word spread through the men, as those near the water waited.

      “The water was a brilliant idea, Callaghan.”

      Quinn nodded from her place inside the castle. She and One Eye were at the fourth floor window, the one with gears and pulleys that Grace used to haul booty up from below.

      “It’s all about the timin’ now.”

      As they waited for the call to strike, Quinn’s thoughts floated back to Fiona and their nights together.

      This baby felt healthier than the last––her kicks stronger. There was something about the life inside her that made Quinn desire her even more, and their seemingly endless lovemaking was filled with more passion, more vibrancy than ever before. It had been amazing, and Quinn wondered if it was because of the distance between those times that gave it a sense of urgency. What would their lives look like if Quinn were landbound? Would their passion be as strong, or would they have to call it off completely so as to not get caught? Already, it felt as if the end was nearing, and there was little she could do to stop it.

      Or was there?

      Once the baby was born, maybe Quinn could find a balance between land and sea. Maybe she could find a way to still have the best of both worlds. Surely if they loved each other enough, they would find a way to hold on even as Fiona’s family grew.

      Right?

      “Ready, Eye?”

      “That I am. It’s been a while since we fought on land, eh, Callaghan?”

      “Quite a while. Ya’ve not forgotten how, have ya?”

      One Eye chuffed. “We’ll see who draws the most blood, my friend.”

      This made Quinn laugh. “Aye. That we will.”

      “Anseo a thagann siad!” came the lookout’s warning of “here they come!”

      Immediately, the reed holders sank into the murky water, using the reeds to breathe through. They’d been giving orders to count to one hundred before rising from the water to attack the Bourkes from behind.

      Those in the two ships stopped moving, and so did the ships, which barely swayed when the waves brushed up against them.

      “Everraone ready?” Quinn asked the fifty men waiting with her.

      Suddenly, Bourke’s men cane running, screaming, yelling their clan battle cries as they descended on the castle like ants on a candy, expecting, no doubt, to find some resistance.

      There would be far more than some.

      “There’s Bourke,” One Eye said, pointing to the portly man leading the charge.

      “Remember what I said. No one kills him.”

      “Aye. But everraone else is up fer grabs!”

      As Bourke’s men surrounded the castle, waiting for pushback, Quinn’s men prepared to use the pulleys to descend.

      “What’s the count?” Quinn asked a young boy to her right.

      “Twenty-five. Seventy-five more to go.”

      “Tell me when ya reach ninety-two.”

      It was a daring maneuver, to be sure, but Quinn had faith in it. She had seen the Portuguese pull it off a few years back against the Spanish, and it had worked incredibly well. Those in the water, at the count of one hundred, would burst through the water to surprise those on the banks.

      “Ninety-two!”

      Nodding, Quinn grabbed the pulley and wrapped a belt around it. “Alrighty, gents. Here we go.”

      “Now!” One Eye cried.

      As Bourke and his men surrounded the castle looking for some sort of defense, they did not see the men behind them rising out of the water like whales breeching the surface. The first to pop up were archers, who quickly mowed down twenty-four men with arrows in their backs.

      When Bourke’s men turned to see who was shooting at them, more fell to the arrows as the second wave of attackers rose from the water with swords in their hands and battle cries in their throats. They immediately engaged the men left standing from the archer attack.

      As the attackers turned their attention toward the water, Quinn and her men slid down the rope using their belts. When she landed, she hit the ground running, blades flashing as she took out four men who had neither seen nor heard her land.

      More of Grace’s men slid down the pulley while even more notched their arrows and shot at the attackers who realized, too late, that they were surrounded. When Richard Bourke saw his men begin to drop to sword and arrow alike, he turned and started to run.

      Unfortunately for him, he turned right into Quinn’s sword tip, stopping just before being run through.

      “Now see, this right here is why she is queen and ya are nothin’,” Quinn said, her sword up against his chest.

      “It is my castle!”

      “I beg to differ. And unless ya wish to perish like yer woefully outmanned group of nobodies, come inside.”

      Richard looked perplexed. “Inside?”

      “I cannot kill Captain O’Malley’s dismissed and disgraced husband without her consent. She might wish yer head on a pike, at which time, I will gladly do the honors, but unless and until she gives the word to kill ya, ya may live to see tomorrow. So come inside now, or raise a sword to me now and die. It’s yer choice.”

      Richard Bourke looked around him. “Inside it is.”

      “Good decision. Open up!” Quinn yelled. “The captain’s man has surrendered.”

      The castle door opened to half a dozen armed men glaring at Bourke.

      Once the remainder of Bourke’s men saw him enter the castle, they immediately fled. The battle was over.

      Quinn’s men, on her orders, did not shoot or kill the fleeing men but ran after them, hollering and yelling epithets at them until they were run off completely.

      “Who are you?” Bourke asked once he and Quinn entered the castle, Connor and One Eye following closely. “One of her younger lovers? She always did have a thing for beardless man-children.”

      Connor smacked him upside the head with a gloved hand. “Shut yer filthy mouth, cur or ya will lose yer tongue from yer head.”

      Quinn stood silently as Connor removed Bourke’s weapons and tied him to a chair.

      “You said you would not kill me.”

      Quinn shrugged. “And I haven’t. I am like the rest of these brave pirates under Captain O’Malley’s employ. Our job is to protect her and all that is hers. Ya are lucky enough to fall into that category and unlucky enough to not be wanted in it.”

      Bourke glanced around the cold stone room. “I am not the enemy of your captain. I came for what is mine.”

      “Was yers Richard Bourke. Ya came for what was yers and is now hers. She dismissed ya, and under Breton Law ya no longer own this castle. Yer desire to take it cost dozens of good Irish lives. Dozens. What kind of a man risks the lives of his men for personal gain? Our captain will not be verra pleased to hear that. She values everra Irish life, or ya would be a dead man.”

      Connor stood back and nodded. “Ya still might be if ya act up. Ya answer the questions Callaghan asks or I’ll take ya apart, bit by ugly bit, and get pleasure doin’ so. He may not want to anger the captain, but I have no such issue destroyin’ enna man who would talk poorly about her.”

      “And where is my wife, your captain? I’d heard she was foolishly sailing to Scotland.” He spat on the ground. “What is it with her and that Scottish queen?”

      One Eye placed a thin knife against Bourke’s neck. “Careful how ya talk ’bout our cap’n, Richard Bourke. Callaghan might let ya live, but Connor and I’ve no such notion to do so.”

      Bourke nodded. “I understand. I meant no disrespect. I am merely curious as to why an Irish pirate gives two shites about what happens to a Scottish queen.”

      “Sure ya did,” Quinn said, pulling up a wooden stool to sit opposite him. “Yer here, aren’t ya? Ya attacked us, didn’t ya? Like I said, we are not here to judge ya. We will merely hold ya until Captain O’Malley gives us different directions.”

      “But that... that could be weeks!”

      “Aye. So ya better hope Captain O’Malley returns sooner rather than later.” Rising, Quinn motioned for One Eye and Connor to join her outside.

      “I’d just as soon slit his throat,” One Eye groused. “He’s trouble, that one.”

      “Me, too,” Connor seconded. “He is such an arse.”

      “As would I,” Quinn said, “but that would be a terrible mistake. I don’t think Grace would appreciate it. Keep him here until she returns. Ya may hurt him, but he is not to be killed.”

      “Aye.”

      “I want three guards on him at all times. Secure the perimeter. Feed the men who are stayin’ from the food stores. Keep them as sober as ya can. His men might return.”

      “I doubt it,” Connor said. “They saw Bourke just give up. No one will follow a man who so easily surrenders. We’ll be fine. Go on back to yer home and family, Callaghan. He’ll not escape my clutches.”

      “Are ya certain?”

      One Eye nodded. “Absolutely. Connor and me’ll keep that rat bastard tied up ’til Cap’n comes back.”

      “Good. Then I shall remain here tonight before returnin’ in the mornin’.”

      With that, One Eye re-entered the castle, leaving Quinn and Connor to survey the damage.

      “Too many Irishmen,” she uttered under her breath as she glanced around at the mangled and dead bodies. If Ireland was to survive Elizabeth and the Tudors, the infighting among clans had to cease. These arbitrary deaths and silly attacks had to end.

      But how?

      “We cannot keep killin’ each other, Callaghan. It is exactly what that bitch queen in England wants.”

      “Ya have to admit the English strategy is brilliant. Pittin’ clan against clan at a time when we should be comin’ together to fight against a common evil—King Henry started it, and Elizabeth is just continuin’ the tradition.” Quinn stared out over the seas of dead bodies. “These men died unnecessarily. Their deaths are a tragic example of Ireland’s inability to withstand English pressure of titles and gold.”

      Connor nodded. “It’ll be the death of us if we don’t stop killin’ each other.”

      Quinn sighed. She and Fiona had had many discussions about it in the past. “Ireland has too much to offer for Elizabeth to allow us to go untaxed or untouched. It is only a matter of time before she comes after Scotland, and once that happens Ireland will have to either fight or fall under the heel of the Terrible Tudors. We cannot allow this, Connor. Everrathin’ we know and love will die.”.

      Quinn’s mind drifted to Fiona. She would hurry back first thing in the morning, barring any unforeseen complications. As much as she wanted to remain at the castle to help clear the dead and aid the wounded, Quinn knew Fiona needed her.

      She just wondered how much longer that would be true.

      

      The men, as was their way, were drinking and celebrating, but not the victory over Bourke––the men were all too familiar with the fickle nature of the goddesses. No, they were celebrating surviving to see the next battle, the next booty, the next adventure, and they did so by tapping into the wine stores Bourke had brought to the castle over a year ago.

      Quinn sat at the splintered wooden table opposite Richard Bourke—who remained tied to the chair—a goblet of dark red wine before her. “Go on out with the men, One Eye. I’ll keep a keen eye out on him.”

      “Are ya certain? He’s a cagey bastard.”

      “I’m certain. Bring us a bottle, though, when ya can. This goblet will not sate my thirst.”

      “Aye that, Callaghan, but Connor is stayin’ wi’ ya. I don’t trust that bastard.”

      When One Eye left, Quinn folded her hands on the table and stared at Richard Bourke. He had the eyes of a rat on either side of a long nose. “Life’s fulla twists and turns, eh?” she said. Earlier, Quinn had lapsed back into more formal talk earlier when she addressed him, so she now made the adjustment to her language to sound more like the other men. Even after six years, she still had to remind herself of who they saw her as.

      Bourke looked away and said nothing.

      “Do ya know why yer still alive?” Quinn waited. “No? Yer still alive because we respect Grace O’Malley’s wishes. The key word in that sentence is respect. Ya disrespect her by sneakin’ in when she is gone to take back that which, were ya a better man, ya would still possess.”

      Richard Bourke spat upon the floor once more.

      “See? That right there is what I am talkin’ about.” Quinn rose and stood over him. “Now, have the common decency to apologize.”

      “Go to bloody hell.”

      In a swift motion, Quinn pulled one of her throwing knives from her thigh sheath and slammed it deeply into his thigh.

      Bourke let out a loud cry, followed by much swearing. “Bloody hell, you cocksucking piece of shite.”

      Connor, who had been watching warily from his seat, jumped to his feet, grabbed Bourke by the hair, and held his head back. “Speak to Callaghan like that again, and yer good fer nothin’ tongue is comin’ outta yer head.”

      Quinn kept her hand on the handle of the knife in Bourke's thigh. “All right. Perhaps ya did not hear me, so I shall give ya a second chance at doin’ the respectful thing.”

      Pulling her dagger out, Quinn leaned on his wound with her boot.

      Bourke cursed more. “Son of a bitch! It’s mine!” he said, grimacing. “The... castle is... mine.”

      Quinn held the knife above his other thigh. “Ya know where the third knife is goin’, Richard Bourke, so do yerself a favor––”

      “I’m sorry! I shouldna spat. There.”

      Quinn wiped the knife off on his thigh and removed her boot from his wound. “That wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

      Before he could answer, One Eye returned with a couple of pints of ale and set them on the table.

      “Sounds like a party up there,” Quinn said, gulping one of the pints. She had never been a big ale drinker but had learned how to gulp the stuff without making a face.

      “Aye, Callaghan. The men’ll be merry tonight!”

      “Then both of ya go enjoy yerselves. I will deal with this bastard.”

      Connor and One Eye looked at each other.

      “It wasn’t a request, fellas. Bourke can’t harm me from this chair. Go on now, and enjoy yerselves. Ya’ve earned it.”

      When they were gone, Quinn walked over to Bourke with a pint and held it to his mouth. “Only seems fair ya can drink yer own.”

      Bourke’s eyes narrowed.

      “Go on, man. If I’da wanted ya dead, I’da killed ya already. Drink.”

      Bourke did, guzzling the ale so quickly it ran down his chin.

      Quinn sat on the stool and pretended to take turns drinking the ale with him. It didn’t take long before Richard Bourke was sodden.

      “No reason not to be civilized, eh?” Quinn said, finishing the last sip of ale before setting the empty pint next to the other empty one.

      “Grace was civilished once,” Bourke said, slurring his words. “She loved me.”

      “What happened?”

      Richard Bourke blinked slowly. “I tried to force her to choose. Our family or the lotta you blokes. Not right a woman wanna be on the deck of a ship. You know? Unnatural.”

      Quinn shook her head. “That was yer first mistake. She’s yer mate, Bourke, not yer property.”

      “She’s a woman, goddamn it. I want a wife not a pirate queen. Not some pantsh wearing warrior.”

      “Ah. I see. Ya wanted her to be somethin’ she isn’t.”

      This seemed to befuddle him. “She’s a woman.” He enunciated the last work as if Quinn was hard of hearing.

      “That she is, but that is not what makes her who she is. Those men upstairs do not follow her because she is a woman. They are not willin’ to die fer her ’cause she is a woman. They do so because she is a great leader of men. Ya could learn a lot from her.”

      “Like how to rob a man’s castle?”

      A slight grin crept onto Quinn’s face. “Among other things.”

      “You don’t even know what it’s like, loving a woman who only loves the shee.” His head lolled back. “She could never really love a man like she lovesh the shee.”

      “No, but I do know what it’s like to love a woman who cannot love ya back first. There is always a dull pain... right here.” Quinn rose and touched his chest. “That never goes away.”

      Bourke drunkenly looked down at his chest. “Yesh! Then you know the frushtration of it all. Goddamned women. Goddamn motherfuckin’ women.”

      “I certainly do know.”

      “How... how do you manage it? How do you not want to tear into the world with a rage?”

      Quinn leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and answered a question she’d asked herself a hundred times. “I love her in whatever way she allows me to love. If, at this moment, she cannot give back what I give her, I will settle fer what she can give. And ya know why? Because I love her that much.”

      To her surprise, tears sprang to Bourke’s eyes. “I love Grace that much.”

      “Well then, ya have a couple of choices, but attackin’ her is not one of them. Killin’ other Irishmen is surely not the right angle. Of all the decisions ya could have made to get back together with Grace, comin’ at her people was the worst one.”

      Richard’s head began to loll once more. “I am not a man who shettles.”

      “And she is not a woman who takes orders. Which of ya must give in, then?”

      He raised his head and closed one eye as he stared at Quinn. “Me, I shupposh. She won’t ever bend. Ever.”

      “Exactly. Some women must be loved on their terms, Richard Bourke. Grace O’Malley is one such woman.”

      His chin hit his chest and, for a moment, Quinn thought he had passed out. Ever so slowly, Richard Bourke raised his head. “Then how do you get through the nightsh? How do you comfort your shkin cravins?” His head slumped down once again on his chest.

      Before Quinn could answer, someone came down the stairs. Her eyes still on Bourke, Quinn suspected it was One Eye or Connor.

      It was not.

      “They told me ya were down here. Whatever are ya doin’?”

      Whirling around, Quinn came face to face with Rebecca, the local tavern’s server and part-time lover of Kieran Callaghan.

      “Becca! What are ya doin’ here?” Quinn wrapped her arms around the busty wench and crushed her to her chest.

      “I heard Fiona was nearin’ childbirth and knew ya’d not miss it this time. When word spread men were gatherin’ to defend Rockfleet, I knew ya’d be among them.” Becca smiled into Quinn’s green eyes and kissed her lightly. “I had to come see ya with my own eyes to make sure ya were unharmed.”

      “Ya know me so verra well.”

      Becca leaned in and whispered to Quinn, “Yer friend, Shea came to see me. She wants ya to know she believes she has an idea where the other half of yer four packages are.”

      Quinn quickly leaned away from her. “My four... ” She stopped. The bodies. How on earth had Shea heard about the heads? And how was it the headless bodies had found their way to Galway? “Are ya certain? She said that?”

      “Aye. I don’t know what it is she speaks of, but she says she knows ya would want to be made aware if ya weren’t.” Becca leaned back and looked in Quinn’s face. “But ya were, weren’t ya?”

      Quinn nodded. “There is trouble afoot. How Shea knows this, I do not know.”

      Becca nodded and pulled Quinn’s ear to her. “She said to come as soon as ya can. She thinks they are to be moved. Whatever is she talkin’ about, lover?”

      Suddenly, One Eye joined them, a stein of beer sloshing on his hand. “The upstairs is free, Callaghan. Take yer girl and enjoy the resta yer evenin’. I’ll watch this backwater whelp.”

      “Are ya sure?”

      “Aye. Rockfleet is Captain O’Malley’s because of ya. Go on. I’ll watch this––” One Eye grabbed Bourke’s hair and pulled his head back. “Didya kill him?”

      “Nah. He’s one over the eight.”

      “Truly? How come?”

      Quinn walked over and released One Eye’s hand from Bourke’s hair. “He and I needed a little man-to-man talk.”

      One Eye tossed his head back and barked out a laugh. “Ya slay me, Callaghan! Ya really slay me.”

      Bending over, Quinn whispered in Bourke’s ear. “I sate my hunger, Richard Bourke, by lovin’ the one I’m with. I’d advise ya to do the same.”

      With that, Quinn mounted the stairs holding Becca’s hand in one hand and Fiona’s heart in the other.

      

      They were certainly two very different lovers, Fiona and Becca. Fiona liked to be taken, to tease and withhold. She preferred to be taken most of the time, since her husband loved her as if she might break.

      Becca, on the other hand, preferred equality––to give or receive first, to call the shots or take direction. She was a gentle lover who could also leave nail marks on Quinn’s back. Quinn was never quite certain which Becca would show up in the bedroom, and that not knowing made it all the more exciting.

      This evening, it was gentle Becca––the lover who took her time to kiss every inch of Quinn’s soft skin. They had been through a lot in the six years they’d been lovers. When Becca had inadvertently discovered that Quinn was a woman, she did not stop loving her. As a matter of fact, it seemed to make her love Quinn more. Maybe it was the honesty, maybe it was just the fact that Becca preferred sex with a woman, Quinn did not know. What she did know was that Becca cared not in the least that her lover was a woman dressed as a pirate.

      Becca was the lover who lightly teased before bringing Quinn to the highest of highs. The woman who, after the pulsing slowly subsided, turned Quinn on her belly to massage her shoulders.

      Straddling Quinn, Becca began kneading her shoulders and rubbing down her spine.

      “You are an angel,” Quinn mumbled into the rug.

      While not comfortable making love on Grace O’Malley’s bed, Quinn had no such issues on the floor in front of the only fireplace in the castle.

      “I’ve been called worse,” Becca said, leaning over to kiss Quinn’s bare shoulders. “I can feel yer worra in everra muscle I touch, sweetheart. What has ya so tight in yer muscles? Is it the pregnancy or the news that Shea has information yer keen to know?”

      Quinn exhaled loudly. She always enjoyed the feel of Becca astride her. “Perhaps both. But right now, my sweet girl, all I can think about is yer warm hands on my skin.”

      Six years ago, when all of this pirate business started, she’d had sex with Becca nearly every time the ship came to port, which was often until Quinn realized her own deep love for Fiona. Becca, not a stupid woman by any means, figured out that Quinn was a woman in love with a woman soon to be married, so she bided her time, loving Quinn even though she knew about Fiona.

      So Becca remained, hoping that Fiona’s marriage might extinguish the fire in Quinn’s heart. When it did not, she surprised Quinn by acknowledging Quinn’s connection to Fiona and telling her it mattered not. Becca loved Quinn enough to keep all of her secrets and still share her bed––both of which she did with equal aplomb.

      Not long after the illness that caused the women in Quinn’s life to discover that she was a woman, Fiona sat with Quinn and explained her feelings as well. She said she could not very well ask something of Quinn that she herself was in no position to do, so she gave Quinn her blessing to go and do as she pleased so long as, when they came together, there were no secrets between them.

      In the end, Quinn decided total honesty, with the exception of neither woman knowing about her moment with Sayyida, was the only way to preserve both relationships as well as her own sanity, which wasn’t hard once Quinn was struck ill. All of the women who loved her as Callaghan came together to support her and nurse her through the worst of typhus. In doing so, Grace, Becca, and Fiona agreed Quinn’s secret was one better kept.

      “I do love it when ya try to protect my heart, lover, but I know ya, and I know there are fears and worries in yer heart.”

      Quinn blew out a sigh. “Aye, the pregnancy worries me, but this babe feels much stronger than the last.”

      Becca kneaded Quinn’s shoulders in hands far rougher than those which had recently touched her. “There’s somethin’ else, my sweet love. I know ya, Callaghan, and I have seen this sorta worry on yer face before. It is not just the babe. What is goin’ on in there?”

      Quinn puzzled out her reply in her head first. “To be honest, Becca, I am a bit concerned for Grace.”

      “Oh? My love, she is an infamous pirate who is well loved across the whole of Ireland. What could possibly concern ya?”

      Rolling over and bringing Becca into her arms, Quinn kissed Becca’s forehead. “Her dismissal of Bourke and her tearin’ off to Scotland has me worried she might incur Elizabeth’s wrath. She refuses to fear the most powerful woman in the world, and that is never a wise thing to do.”

      Becca snuggled into Quinn, throwing her long, bare leg over Quinn’s own. “I’m quite sure Grace O’Malley would beg to differ on that point.”

      “That is precisely what I am talkin’ about. Elizabeth is a most dangerous opponent, and Grace’s refusal to acknowledge that could mean disaster should Elizabeth choose to send her dogs after her. It concerns me, is all.”

      Becca propped herself up on her elbow. “However do ya do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Love three women at once.”

      “Three... I am not in love with Captain O’Malley!”

      This made Becca laugh. “I never said ya were in love, but, sweetheart, the depth of yer love fer Grace equals or exceeds the love ya carry fer Fiona and me. Do ya think we don’t know it?”

      Quinn blinked.

      Becca chuckled. “See? Ya cannot even deny it—which is a good thing. Yer loyalty is one of the qualities I love best about ya, but ya came a runnin’ from yer pregnant lover to help a woman who isn’t even here.”

      “It was my duty.”

      Becca placed two fingers over Quinn’s mouth. “Exactly. Yer duty to Grace always comes before ennaone else. It is how it should be fer a pirate. Ya think Fiona does not know that? Of course she does. Her first duty is to her family, as is yers.”

      Quinn scowled. “If that is truly the case, then how can either of ya love me so?”

      “We take what ya can give to us, my love. No more. No less. Still, ya needn’t worra so about Grace. While she might place herself in Elizabeth’s line of fire, she would never do that to her crew. Ya worra too much... about Grace, about Fiona, and even about Shea.”

      “Do I?”

      Becca leaned over and kissed her. “Aye. If ya are still concerned, ya ought to take yer worra to Grace and tell her how ya feel. She listens to ya. Ya may verra well be her only true confidante.”

      “I don’t know about that.” That was the truth, but Quinn had been feeling the pull from all three women lately that made her feel fractured and slightly off kilter. Although she was in love with Fiona, she had left her, hadn’t she? What if the babe had come that night? What if it came before she could return? What then?

      Then there was Becca. Yes, she loved Becca, but that felt like purely physical love between them that transcended just fucking. They were bonded in a much different way that Fiona and Quinn.

      Then there was Grace––a woman she was ready to die for––a woman who crooked her finger and men came a running. No, she was not in love with Grace, but what did it say about her other relationships if Quinn always chose her?

      Was it any wonder she felt pulled in so many different directions?

      “I know it’s true. Yer trustworthy, Callaghan, and rightfully so.” Becca rested her head on Quinn’s shoulder. “I trust ya with my life. So do Grace and Fiona. So does Shea. Ya need to see her to find out what she’s been hearin’. She doesn’t want ya to worra none, but she thinks it is important. I know ya need to get back to Fiona, but Shea was verra clear. Ya need to see her before ya go.”

      Quinn kissed Becca softly. “Thank you for coming with that message, Becca. I think I’ll have to swing by the village before I head to Fiona’s. Speaking of which, how are things in the village?”

      “Glad ya asked. It is the second reason I came, but I get so drawn to ya... ennaway, I overheard a couple of Scotsmen discussin’ somethin’ about missin’ men. They came here to see if ennaone has seen them.” Becca’s eyes narrowed. “And somethin’ tells me the packages Shea speaks of could verra well have somethin’ to do with these missin’ men. Am I right?”

      Quinn smiled. It was good having a woman around who could speak English, Gaelic, and French. “Ya verra well could be. Are the Scots lookin’ fer the men?”

      Becca nodded. “They were not hidin’ the fact, nor were they secretive about bein’ Scots”

      “What made them think the men would be here?”

      “I don’t know. They were verra concerned when no one knew what they were about. They just said they were worried these men had not been seen and were willin’ to pay fer information about them.”

      Quinn quickly sat up. “What do you mean?” She thought about the four heads in the chests. “They presume the men dead?”

      Becca shrugged. “They said the men had come as an envoy fer Mary, to have a conversation with Grace and the other clan leaders, but that no one had heard from them in weeks. They feared the worst.”

      “Oh no. No.” Quinn leapt out of bed and began putting her clothes on.

      “And this reaction, right here, is the reason I did not tell ya first thing. Come back to bed. Ya canna leave until daybreak ennaway.”

      Quinn continued dressing. “Were these men on foot or in a boat?”

      Becca sat up, her large pendulous breasts caressing the blankets. “They came by boat and were spendin’ the night at the inn. They aren’t leavin’ ’til mornin’. Ya have plenty of time, my love.”

      Quinn looked out at the lightening sky, the black now giving way to a lavender hue. “Leavin’ for where? Galway?”

      “I don’t know. Callaghan, what is this about?”

      “Are you certain these men were Scots?”

      “Aye. They spoke Scottish. What is goin’ on?”

      Quinn finished pulling on her boots before sitting on the edge of the bed and taking Becca’s hand. “I believe those men are in the employ of the English queen and that they’ve come to recover their bodies because the heads were stolen.”

      Becca covered her mouth. “The... heads? Wait. I thought the men were only missin’.”

      Quinn rose and put on her sword belt on. “I’ll tell you what I know, but you cannot speak of it to others. It might put you in harm’s way, and I’ll not have that.” She told Becca about the four heads in the chests. “Captain thought the chests were payment for the heads, but that’s not so. The money was coming here, to Ireland, to pay the men who caught Mary’s emissaries. I am guessing that the heads were being returned as a way to set us up. The heads with the coin points in the direction of whoever has those chests. The ship we stopped was not, as we thought, on its way north to Scotland but north to Dublin. They intended all along to blame the beheadings on us.

      “Us?”

      “Aye. The Irish. If Elizabeth could divert Mary’s attention to some sort of battle against us, it would be much easier for Elizabeth to take Scotland.”

      Becca threw a blouse over her shoulders. “I’m not sure I follow, sweetheart. Ya say the English beheaded the Scotsmen to blame on us? Then why did the English have the heads?”

      “That’s what the money was for––to pay Scotsmen or someone else to take the heads to Mary and say the Irish had killed them. If we were blamed for killing her emmisaries, Mary would have no other choice but to come after us. Grace couldn’t figure why the heads were on top of the coins, but this explains it. If the English could pay Scotsmen to take the heads to Mary, she would have no recourse but to avenge their horrific deaths and seek retribution. That’s why the ship was heading north. It just wasn’t heading that far north.”

      “So it was goin’ to Dublin with the heads and the gold.”

      “Aye. That is my belief, yes.”

      “Oh. My. And now Grace is bringin’ those heads to the queen herself. What will happen when they arrive bearin’... ”

      “Gifts?” Quinn shook her head. “Truth to tell, Grace having them and the gold will keep Mary at bay. Surely she would not suspect the Irish of killing these men and then returning their heads and giving the coin to Mary. That may save Grace.”

      Becca threw on her clothes. “Because Mary will know that the English did it, foilin’ Elizabeth’s plans to start somethin’ between the two of them.”

      “Aye. It is yet another reason why our patrolling of the seas is so important at this time.” Taking Becca’s face in her hands, Quinn kissed her. “Come with me. We’ll ride to the tavern and see if we can ascertain where the bodies are.”

      Becca laid her palm on Quinn’s cheek. “Ascertain?”

      “Aye. Figure out.”

      “Why do they want the bodies? If this ruse has already failed, what could they possibly gain by findin’ the bodies?”

      “Because they don’t have the heads. They might not know Grace has them. I’m guessing it’s a secondary plan. We need to get to those bodies before they do.”

      “And do what with ’em?”

      Quinn helped Becca with the ties on the back of her dress. “What else? Dump them out to sea. If those bodies are recovered by the Scots and returned to Scotland, Mary will have to choose between believing Grace or believing her own men. I think we need to not give her that choice.”

      “Ya want me to help ya dump those poor men’s bodies out to sea?”

      Kissing Becca lightly on her forehead, Quinn shook her head. “Not you. There should be a few of the crew still at the tavern.”

      “Ya mean Kwame and those men.”

      Quinn nodded. Grace always left a few men at port in order to keep an ear to the ground. So far, no ear had been better than Becca’s. “I do. All I need is a few men to help me find them and get them to one of the smaller ships.”

      Running her hand through Quinn’s hair, Becca’s eyes sparkled. “There isn’t ennathin’ ya wouldn’t do fer yer Captain O’Malley, is there?”

      Quinn didn’t hesitate. “Not one damn thing. There’s even less I wouldn’t do for Ireland.”

      

      The two returned to the village just as dawn broke. Quinn had worried riding with Becca would slow her down, but she rode just as hard as Quinn. When they finally reached the Oxtail Inn, they slid off their horses and stretched their legs.

      “What about Fiona?” Quinn asked. “How close do ya think she is?”

      In an odd twist of events, when Quinn was ill, Fiona and Becca had actually bonded while caring for the sick pirate, and they managed to keep each other apprised of their situations.

      “Verra close. I wouldn’t be surprised if she hadn’t had the babe already. Are ya so sure runnin’ off in search of four headless men is what ya ought to be doin’ right now?”

      It was all Quinn could think about as they rode. If she thought about Fiona and the fact that pregnancy was much like knocking on death’s door, she felt a panic well up within her breast that she could barely control, so it was easier to concentrate on those who had already walked through that door.

      “Becca, I would give ennathin’ to be there when that babe is born, but I have a duty and––”

      “Duty calls. I understand, Callaghan. I truly do, but someday, yer gonna have to choose between duty and love.”

      “Someday. Not today. Today, I have to find those bodies.”

      “They could be ennawhere.”

      “Could be, but aren’t. If they docked here, chances are good the men came to Galway to meet with the Lord Deputy in order to secure a meeting with Grace and the other clan members.”

      Becca’s eyes grew wider. “So it’s true. The Lord Deputy, Henry Sidney, is really our enemy.”

      Quinn straightened her clothes and hair before tossing a lad a coin for watering the horses. “Not necessarily an enemy like Drake, but a man caught between two worlds. But if these Scotsmen were hired here for a clan meeting, then the man is deeper into Elizabeth’s pockets than what we thought.”

      Brushing off her skirts, Becca took Quinn’s hands in hers. “I worra so much more about ya on land than when yer at sea. These men... these barbarians make my pirate friends seem like saints. Please, please be careful.”

      “I will. I have much to live for. You check and see if they are still within. I shall fetch Kwame and make our way to Shea’s to see what my childhood friend has heard.”

      “Just Kwame?”

      Quinn nodded. “He can ride. The others not verra much nor verra well.” Kissing Becca, Quinn ran to the cheap room Kwame tended to stay in whenever they docked overnight. He felt more comfortable around those who shared his darker skin color and quiet ways.

      He was up and dressed in no time. Like the rest of the crew, all he needed to hear was that Captain O’Malley might be in some trouble if they couldn’t put out a fire. He was ready to go in an instant.

      Kwame had come to Ireland via a slave ship. Though not a slave at the time of capture, he had grown up on an English ship and spoke several languages. Quinn had helped free the slaves on the ship he was on, and they became fast friends. Like Tavish, Kwame was never too far from her side, but Grace had sent him to town early in order to keep an ear to the ground about the four Englishmen.

      Once they were away, the three rode hard, and Quinn was still surprised at how well the tavern wench could ride. She shouldn’t have been surprised. Becca was nothing if not solid. It was one reason why she adored her so. Becca was no wallflower, nor was she anyone’s chattel or property. In fact, of all the women Quinn knew, Becca was the only one truly in charge of her own life affairs. Quinn felt she had to respect her for that.

      When they slowed down to a brisk canter, Quinn strategized with Kwame about the headless bodies and the need to get to those bodies before the English could.

      He couldn’t have agreed more and related to her that there were a couple of English lords at the tavern who seemed to be nervous, their eyes darting all over the place.

      “The English must know that something bad befell the ship we attacked. Otherwise, why would they be here for the bodies?” Kwame shifted on the horse. “We were near enough to the coast, Callaghan, for someone to have seen the ship go down in flames.”

      Quinn nodded. “If the headless bodies of her cabinet were delivered to her by her own people, Mary would have no choice but to come in after us.”

      “No choice at all,” Kwame replied. “And that’s the brilliance of their plan. Once Mary of Scotland turns toward us, her back’ll be toward Elizabeth, and anyone who would turn their back on that woman will wind up... headless.”

      “Can I ask a silly question?” Becca asked, slowing her horse to a trot. “If Elizabeth wants Scotland so badly, why doesn’t she just kill Mary and be done with it?”

      Quinn and Kwame exchanged looks of surprise.

      “They’re cousins,” Kwame answered as if that explained anything.

      “So? They’re monarchs first and foremost. Monarchs kill each other all the time.”

      “Elizabeth does not support regicide,” Quinn explained lapsing as she often did with Becca, into her more formal noblewoman’s language. “She does not believe monarchs have God’s permission to murder each other.”

      “Then how bad can she be?”

      Quinn chuckled. “Pretty bad, but at least she allows Mary to sit.”

      “For how long?” Kwame asked. “How long will Elizabeth allow her cousin to knock on her back door and threaten her own thrown? Mary is, after all, the more legitimate of the two queens.”

      As they approached the fourth hour of riding, Quinn knew they were close... to Galway, to the city, and to her home, where Shea waited her arrival.

      

      Once the horses were stabled and fed, Quinn brought Kwame and Becca around to the front of the tavern.

      “Becca, I need you to arrange for a carriage of some sort. Large enough for seven. Here.” Quinn poured out a handful of silver. “Barter, love, and never let them see how much you have.”

      Becca took the coins and smacked Quinn on the side of the head with her free hand. “I’ve done my fair share of barterin’, Callaghan. I need no instruction from the likes of ya.”

      When Becca was gone, Quinn gave Kwame his task. “Order an ale. Get as near to the men as you can. Find out as much as possible.”

      Kwame nodded. “And what about you?”

      Quinn lowered her eyes. “I am going to pay Shea a visit. She left me a message that told me she might actually know something.”

      Kwame inhaled a quick breath. “Shea’s here?”

      Quinn looked up and nodded. “I’m sorry, dear friend. I know how much you cared for her––”

      “Care. Even now, if she would but have me…” Kwame shook his head. “It would appear I shall remain a slave even when I am not.”

      Quinn patted his shoulder. Kwame had fallen in love with Shea when Quinn had rescued them both from slavers. Shea had also fallen in love with the large African, but there was simply nowhere to go with their feelings for each other. Once Shea returned to her nobleman’s family, Kwame’s slave status was too much for Shea’s parents to accept, so they quickly arranged a marriage to a loyal MacKenzie clan member and then moved Shea and her husband to a small village east of Galway.

      It did not prevent Shea from still feeling her feelings for Kwame, which she had often shared with Quinn. There just wasn’t any way for the two to circumvent Shea’s family.

      “She has only recently returned to Galway when her mother passed away. I didn’t think to mention––”

      “Nor should you have. It is no matter, Callaghan. She made her choice. All I can do is try to understand it.”

      Quinn nodded. “Verra well then. I’ll take the horse up to Shea’s and see what I can find out. We’ll meet back here in a few hours. Stay sober. Stay keen and alert.”

      Kwame grinned, his teeth white against his dark skin. “Aye. You do the same.”

      Not long after, when Quinn dismounted near the stables of the O’Flannery estate, she was in Shea’s embrace before she could even turn from the horse.

      The O’Flannery estate, part of the MacKenzie clan’s holdings, sat on rolling emerald hills that held long whitewashed walls of stone in place. Across the green fields, white sheep dotted the landscape. A small breeze wafted by, filling the air with the scent of freshly cut grass. The estate had always been one of Quinn’s favorite places to be because it was so peaceful and calm.

      “You came!” Shea squealed with delight. “I knew you would! It has been so long since I’ve laid eyes on your beautiful face.”

      So long was three and a half months, when Quinn had returned to pay her respects upon hearing of Shea’s mother’s passing.

      After crushing Shea to her for a long moment, Quinn pulled away and looked down into her face. “You look gorgeous... and healthy. Is your lucky husband home?”

      “Thank you, and no. He went to town for business last night. I suspect he had a wee bit too much ale. Come! I have a new gazebo we can sit at.”

      Quinn held Shea’s hand as they walked behind the house to the gazebo, which overlooked a healthy vegetable garden.

      “Before we dive into your cryptic message, how is Kennedy?” Quinn asked. “Is she well?”

      “As fresh-mouthy as ever. I swear, I might have been more like you as a child, but that girl is more like you now. She seems to think that women should be able to have the same rights as men. She’s been reading something by a woman named Jane Anger.”

      Quinn shrugged. “Have not heard of her.”

      “You would have if you were still a noble.” Shea waved this away. “Jane wrote in defense of our gender. It’s a piece called Jane Anger Her Protection for Women, where she argues against men dominating everything about our lives.”

      “Our friend Kennedy is reading that?”

      Shea nodded. “She is not the same girl you left, my dear friend, and I truly believe your facade has lead her to believe that women should be able to go and do without having to pass as a man.” Shea’s eyes travelled up and down Quinn. “You came as Callaghan. That was rather risky.”

      Quinn glanced down at her attire. So used was she to playing the pirate, it hadn’t occurred to her to change into her dress clothes. It appeared that she was becoming a bit lackadaisical about keeping her secret. “Aye. I am here to inquire about the missive you sent. I cannot stay long, I’m afraid. I am here on business for the captain.”

      Shea held both of Quinn’s hands in hers. “It is always pirate business with you, isn’t it?”

      Quinn nodded and ran her hand across her face. “I suppose it appears that way. Pirating isn’t what I do, Shea. It’s who I am.”

      Shea studied her a moment. “Who you are is a woman dressed like a pirate who has now confused herself thinking she is a pirate when she is still very much a woman.”

      Quinn grinned. “But even more so a pirate... and right now, I am in need of information.”

      “Your life is so very exciting. I envy the freedom you have, my dear friend.”

      “All freedom has a price, Shea. The price we all pay is a steep and dangerous one. Just like it is dangerous that you sent that message to Becca. Shea, you cannot trust anyone with information like that.”

      “But I knew you needed to know, Quinn. Something is happening here in Galway, and if you would only trust me enough to tell me about it, perhaps I could help.”

      Quinn studied her a moment. At that moment, she understood the feeling she had felt from Shea as soon as they started talking.

      Shea was bored.

      As Quinn launched into her tale of the headless bodies, Shea held up her hand, her face turning pale. “That is why I sent word to you. I overheard William speaking to a MacKenzie just yesterday, before he left for the village. He said something about being able to help move them if necessary. I do not know what they were, but I could tell they were up to no good. Then I heard something about the Malendroke. I didn’t hear the conversation, just the ship. That’s when I knew you needed to come, so I went to talk to your... bedmate. Nice lass that one. I am glad you introduced us so I know someone is paying attention to your comings and goings.”

      “It could be anything, Shea. Anything at all.”

      “No, Quinn, I do not believe it is anything at all, and neither do you or you’d never have come so quickly—not with your lady friend so close to birth.”

      Quinn sighed. “I don’t want to involve you anymore than I have to.”

      “I am already involved, Quinn Gallagher. It isn’t just that there is something these men are wanting to move. William acted very strange before he left. Stern. Almost angry. He was muttering something about a bad plan or a stupid idea. Something like that. I did not inquire why because he was so intense, but I know that whatever it is is serious.”

      “Was there any mention of four missing men in Galway recently?”

      Shea shook her head. “There was talk amongst the clan leaders about a meeting of some sort with foreign dignitaries, and they needed to get word to Grace. I could not tell you from where, though, nor what it was about. William doesn’t want me to worry my ‘pretty little head’ over such matters. Ugh. I am beginning to see why Ken is reading Jane’s work.”

      Quinn smiled softly. “Shea, I need you to listen carefully, okay? It is of the utmost importance that you understand what is happening here. Keep your ears open and your mouth closed. There is violence in motion and I need to know from where it comes. If your husband is in any way involved, you could be in danger.”

      Shea listened, wide eyed, as Quinn explained the politics of Mary, Elizabeth, and Ireland. When she finished, she asked if Shea had any questions.

      “Questions? Aye. What can I do to help you, my girl in pirate’s clothing?”

      “Help? I just warned you not to––”

      “No, Callaghan. You’ll not act all chivalrous with me. If our people are in danger, I do not wish to sit here idle when I have nothing but time on my hands. You do not get to act the man with me. So let’s try that again, shall we? What do you need from me?”

      “Shea... my sweetest friend... if your husband is mixed up with this plot, you’d do best to stand clear.”

      Shea gritted her teeth. “Do not do to me, Quinn Gallagher, what all the other men in my life do by making decisions for me. I’ll not have it.” Shea locked eyes defiantly with Quinn. “I deserve better than that from you.”

      Quinn looked away and sighed. As much as she wanted, she could not protect all of the women in her life, and besides, Shea was right. How hypocritical was it of her to turn around and treat Shea like a glass ornament? “I apologize. You are right. Do not be irritated. I only wish to protect you.”

      “I shall only be irritated should you leave here without letting me help.”

      Quinn looked out over the garden, so perfectly tended and manicured. Then she stared down into Shea’s deep brown eyes. Shea was dying for something to keep her mind busy. That much was obvious. She wanted something to do and wanted to help Ireland. “I need a spy.”

      Shea’s eyes lit up.

      “Now, before you go all beside yourself on me, you must know that you cannot speak a word of this to anyone, especially not to William.”

      “My husband has his secrets. I have mine. What is it I am listening for?”

      “Deputy Sidney’s movements. Englishmen coming or going. Anything dealing with Captain O’Malley or Mary of Scotland. Elizabeth is planning something. Of that, I am certain. Listen to men talk. Keep your head up and your ears open. If you hear anything you think I ought to know, do not send a messenger. Come to Rockfleet at once. Yourself. Do not come alone. Bring a servant or stable hand if you have to.”

      “Rockfleet? Did not Bourke recapture it?”

      This brought a grin to Quinn’s face. “See? You knew that he intended to recapture it before even I did. Trust no one with this information but myself, Tavish or Kwame. They––”

      “Kwame?” Shea perked up. “Is he here? In Galway? With you?”

      “Aye. And you are to leave him be. The man does still pine for you, and try as I may, I cannot seem to help release him of his shackles to you. He is smitten beyond compare and yearns for you.”

      Shea blushed. “He still does?”

      “Aye. He does. Even after you broke his heart, he can love no other. But pay attention, Shea. Swear to me you will tell no one else whatever you hear.”

      “I swear. Only you, Tavish, and Kwame.”

      “Good.” Quinn nodded. “Now, where did these Scottish diplomats stay?”

      “At the Broken Spyglass.” She frowned. “Come to think of it, our servants were talking about them this morning and how they left early in the morning without their horses. I believe the horses were kept by O’Brien as payment for the rooms.” Shea shrugged. “That’s what William’s manservant said, anyway.”

      “Good girl. I knew you’d have information.”

      “What else is there to do, Quinn? I am bored beyond belief here. I visit Father, I walk the garden, but there is little excitement in my life. I envy the life you lead. I long for more adventures in my tiny world. I shall make a wonderful spy.”

      Kissing her forehead, Quinn whispered, “You already do.”

      

      “I believe know where the bodies are,” Kwame whispered once the three of them were standing at a wagon Becca had procured for a mere fraction of the coin Quinn had given her. “The men at the tavern are, indeed, English. They did not bother with the pretense of being Scottish and stopped speaking Scottish an hour in. Two pints into it, and they spoke of picking up the packages at the Frasier Farm. I believe they felt speaking in their own tongue made them safer.”

      “Excellent. Now, all we need is to get them before they leave once more.”

      Kwame chuckled. “Your woman took care of that.”

      Quinn turned to Becca. “Oh?”

      “With the leftover coin ya gave me, I paid three whores to... keep them busy fer a wee bit.”

      Quinn stared at her, a slow smile creeping across her face. “It looks like you do know how to barter.”

      Becca slid her arms around Quinn’s waist and nuzzled her neck. “That’s not all I can do fer ya, lover.”

      Quinn pulled back and eyed her. “Sounds like you already have done more. What plan do you have up your sleeve?”

      “Well... I had a few pieces to spare, so I stopped by Tilda’s.”

      “The apothecary?”

      “Aye. I figured maybe they needed to stay down a tad longer than a quick roll with the girls. Tilda knew exactly what I was speakin’ of, so I took care of that. They’ll not be a problem fer us. I believe I have bought us a few more hours.”

      Quinn grabbed Becca’s face and kissed her hard. “You are wonderful.”

      “That I am. Now, let’s get that wagon rollin’ to the Frasier Farm and go get those headless bastards.”

      Kwame was already hoisting himself into the wagon. “You got yourself a great woman there, Callaghan. Count your blessings.”

      Quinn watched Becca climb aboard the wagon and tossed her a grin.

      “I do, Kwame. I really do.”

      

      They stopped short of Frasier’s Farm and hid the wagon in the woods.

      “Stay with the wagon,” Quinn ordered Becca before catching herself. “Please.”

      Becca took the reins and nodded. “I’ll be lookin’ fer ya at the foot of the road. Give me a signal and I’ll bring the wagon out to ya.”

      Kwame chuckled. “Appears you take orders from all your women, eh Callaghan?”

      Quinn smacked him in the arm. “Watch your mouth. You’ll hear us coming, Becca.” Quinn started for the farmhouse. “Come, Kwame. Let us make quick work of this.”

      Kwame smiled. “We walking right up to the farm house? That’s your plan?”

      “Aye. And we sit with his woman until he can take us to the bodies. We will give no quarter on this. We cannot afford to.”

      “And if he doesn’t?”

      “He will.”

      “If he doesn’t? We can’t kill Irish women, Callaghan. I’ll not be a party to that.”

      “No, but we can put the fear of god in him. Watch. I’ve learned a thing or two from Captain O’Malley, and I am quite certain I am the right person for this job and know what I am doing.”

      Kwame started after Quinn. “What all have you learned?”

      “Well, I know that one’s imagination is always far worse than reality. I’ll let Frasier ponder what might happen to his daughters if they wound up in the cargo hold of one of Grace O’Malley’s ships with two hundred hungry men.”

      “Ah. Plant the seed of fear.”

      “And doubt. John Frasier loves his daughters. He also won’t risk Captain O’Malley’s wrath to appease some English men. No, I think John Frasier will be more than happy to be relieved of this burden.”

      “And what of the Englishmen still living? Do we allow them to live? If we kill them, the deputy will, in fact, come after us. Killing English citizens, even in Ireland, is bad business.”

      Quinn scowled. “Leave them to me.”

      Quinn had been right about Frasier’s love of his daughters as well as his desire to get rid of the dead bodies stinking up his barn. Frasier had been paid a tidy little sum to hang onto the bodies until someone else came for them. He gladly handed the corpses over and pleaded with Quinn to say a good word about this to the queen of Connacht.

      “Takin’ English gold will not endear ya to my captain, Frasier. I suggest ya just keep this between us and keep yer mouth closed. If the captain wishes to reward ya, she will, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

      With the maggoty bodies covered with a large tarp, the three of them started back to town in the wagon, having successfully retrieved what they’d come for.

      “I have to hand it to you, Callaghan,” Kwame said as they rode back. “You managed to find them and retrieve them without an ounce of bloodshed. How on earth do you do it?”

      “That’s what comes of knowing good folks. I have quite a network of clansmen and women who know I only want what’s best for Ireland and our people.”

      “And beheaded Scotsmen are not that.”

      “Not at all.”

      Becca had been quiet throughout the ordeal of loading the bodies. Reaching for her hand, Quinn squeezed it and held tightly onto it. “Do the bodies disturb you so?”

      Becca cast a glance behind her into the wagon. “It is not the bodies that bother me, Callaghan. It is what they stand fer. Are we to become a pawn in this chess game between these monarch cousins?”

      “It is what we are trying to avoid, my sweet girl. While Sidney and others set clan upon clan, the rest of us are fighting to keep both the Scots and the English from dragging us into a war no one can win.” Quinn kissed the back of Becca’s hand. “What else? What else is on your mind?”

      “Those Englishmen with the whores? If they disappear, will not Elizabeth’s men come fer them? Too many in Galway know ya are here. Frasier is not the only one who could tell ennaone. I don’t want this comin’ back on ya.”

      Quinn exchanged looks with Kwame.

      “She has a point, Callaghan. We don’t want the Queen of England sending more men over here in order to retrieve more dead bodies.”

      “Do you both think me capable of murder? It’s one thing to kill on a pirate ship. It is another thing entirely to kill unarmed men in cold blood. I have no stomach for it. None.”

      “Thank the goddess,” Becca muttered under her breath. “I was worried fer yer spirit, my love.”

      “Just help me get them to the boat. Once out to sea, we’ll dump the bodies. After that, I’ll have a little chat with them about the packages being lost at sea and then send these blokes on their way. I’ll let Captain O’Malley know what is what upon her return. Any questions?”

      Kwame nodded. “Where are you taking them?”

      “You’ll see. When we get back to the bay, round up our men. I’m gonna need enough to get a galley out to open water.”

      “That I can do.”

      “What about me?” Becca asked. “I would still like to be of service.”

      Quinn smiled softly at her. “You make sure no ship sets out after us.”

      Kwame whirled about. “Now, how’s she going to do that, Callaghan?”

      Smiling, Becca replied, “Callaghan knows just how... resourceful I can be. I’ll make sure.”

      “Good. Now let’s go pick up the rest of our cargo and see if we can’t put this whole ugly mess away before more Irishmen get hurt.”

      

      They found the Englishmen passed out in various rooms about the inn. It seemed like every Irishman nearby was ready to lend a helping hand to get the Englishmen into the wagon and out of Galway.

      Kwame rode ahead on horseback to get a crew up and running on one of the twenty ships Grace had scattered around the bay.

      “That was easier than I expected,” Becca said as she commandeered the wagon. Quinn rode her horse beside it, keeping her eyes roving back and forth as they went.

      “The people feel it coming. Pretty soon, no Englishman will be safe here.”

      “As long as they are willin’ to toss coins in our pockets, I’m afraid there will always be those willin’ to do their biddin’.”

      Quinn nodded, but did not respond. Instead, she kicked her horse lightly to get a faster pace going. She didn’t think they would be able to make it back to the dock before dark, but she had to try. The Englishmen were bound and gagged under the tarp, but they would be coming around soon enough. That could be problematic when they did.

      They rode in silence for some ways; the wagon clattering along really slowed them down, but Becca proved to be tougher and more resilient than Quinn gave her credit for, and it appeared they would make it back to the docks before dark.

      They were not far from the water when Becca turned, reins in hand, and said, “Ya oughtta go to her now, ya know? Time’s gettin’ close.”

      Quinn stared straight ahead. “I know, but I cannot. Already, the Englishmen are coming round. I must take care of this first and foremost.”

      It took a moment before Becca replied. “Ya will likely never forgive yerself if ennathin’ happens to her. I know how important Grace is to ya, but ya can’t leave poor Fiona in case the worst happens. She’ll never forgive ya, and ya will never forgive yerself. I wish ya’d reconsider.”

      Quinn barely nodded. “I know, but my duty to Grace O’Malley comes first.”

      “Always?”

      Quinn nodded. “Always. I am a pirate first and foremost, Becca. I cannot turn my back on this in order to hold Fiona’s hand no matter how much I might want to.” Quinn paused a moment, letting her own words sink in.

      They went a little further before Becca said, “When we first met, ya were a faux pirate—a woman pretendin’ to be a man. But now... now ya truly are a pirate if ya can miss the birth of yer beloved’s child in exchange fer dumpin’ bodies out to sea. I hope ya understand what all ya are givin’ up to remain this pirate, my love, because Fiona needs ya now maybe more than she ever has.”

      “I am a trusted member of our queen’s crew, Becca. With that comes a great deal of responsibility. It isn’t a choice I’m making. It was made for me the moment I stepped on board the Malendroke.”

      “Oh, love, but it is. Whether or not ya ever wish to admit it, that captain is yer mistress, the sea yer monarch. The rest of us are merely bit players––somethin’ fer ya to do in between piratin’ adventures.”

      Now Quinn turned to her. “Bit players? If this were true, why would either of you stay?”

      Becca sighed. “Stayin’ is our job, Callaghan. We anchor ya to the land. Without us, ya might never have the balance ya need to stay alive. We both know it. We spoke about it together when ya were sick all those years ago.

      Quinn stared ahead, Becca’s words banging into each other in her head. “I’ve never thought of it in such a manner.”

      “Of course ya haven’t. Ya. Are. A. Pirate. I would guess that the only time ya truly think about either of us is when yer on yer way back from some peril and have an itch that needs scratchin’.”

      Quinn’s silence prompted a chuckle from Becca. “See? Ya cannot even deny it.”

      “That has little to do with how I feel about you.”

      “Which is what?”

      Quinn blinked. There seemed to be something caught in her throat, and she was pretty certain it was the unspoken truth.

      Becca slapped the reins so the horses picked up speed. “Ya feel fer us when it is convenient. Do not get me wrong, my love. Our... arrangement suits me just fine. But Fiona? She has it all. She has a family and a husband who loves her. She has money, power, land, family connections... everrathin’. If ya continue to put her second to Grace, it is only a matter of time before it wears thin and she leaves ya once and fer all.”

      Quinn fully turned in the saddle. “And why would you care? If Fiona were no longer in my life––”

      “I would seldom, if ever, see ya.” Becca locked eyes with Quinn, something unreadable behind them. “It is yer love of and need fer Fiona that brings ya to shore. I have always known that. Do I wish yer feelins fer me were that strong? At times, yes, but at the end of everra day, at the conclusion of each journey, I know whose bed ya will come to before ya head out once more. Fer now, that is enough.”

      Enough.

      The word was a dagger to Quinn’s heart. Was her presence, or lack of it, making Becca feel less than? Did she go through her day believing she wasn’t enough? And if that was true, how could Quinn keep doing that to her?

      “Maybe I need to––”

      “No ya don’t, Callaghan. Ya don’t back away from me because ya think it would be better fer me. No sir. Ya do not. Ya do whatever it is ya need to do fer yer life, but ya do not get to make decisions fer me.”

      Quinn turned when she heard men coming toward them. It was One Eye with eleven others.

      “Kwame said ya needed a ship and a crew, eh, Callaghan?” One Eye asked, grinning.

      “Aye. We need to get this cargo on board without ennaone bein’ the wiser and we have to do so quickly, man.”

      One Eye turned to look at the horizon. “It’ll be dark soon. We can load them up then.”

      “Excellent. Tell the men to be prepared to shove off at dusk.”

      “They’re ready, Callaghan. All we need is that cargo.”

      “Then would ya take the wagon so I can deposit Becca off at the tavern?”

      “Oh, aye.” One Eye hopped onto the sideboard. “Permission to commandeer the wagon, miss?”

      Becca nodded once. “She’s all yers.” With that, she threw her leg over Quinn’s saddle and wrapped her arms around Quinn’s waist. “Let’s away, shall we, lover?”

      Urging her horse on, Quinn headed for the Oxtail Inn with one woman against her back, one in her heart, and one on her mind.

      

      The bodies made loud kerplunking sounds when they hit the water, quickly disappearing beneath the busy waves. When the last one vanished from sight, Quinn strode over to the bound and gagged Englishmen who had witnessed the scene. Connor stood over the men, hand casually resting on the hilt of his sword.

      “There. Now that that’s done, which of ya will be the first to follow them?” Quinn leaned over. “Ennaone. Ennaone at all?”

      The men looked at each other, eyes wide with a combination of fear and loathing.

      One Eye walked up to the oldest of the men and pulled out a long, sharp knife and held the blade to his cheek. “Well, since ya don’t want to use ’em, we’ll take yer tongues. Did ya know a man can bleed to death through his tongue? Yep. That is, of course, if ya don’t drown in yer own blood first.”

      It was the younger of the men who spoke up. “Stop. Just stop. Whattya want to know?”

      The older man turned so quickly, the blade cut his cheek. “Shut yer mouth, boy.”

      “I’m not dyin’ fer two countries I don’t give a bloody horse turd about. We were to get those bodies to Mary of Scots. We failed. No reason fer us to die fer it.”

      Quinn stood tall in front of him and jerked her head at One Eye, who removed the blade. “To what end?”

      “To place the blame on yer leaders, of course. To show the Scots how barbaric ya people really are. Elizabeth wants Mary to turn on ya.”

      “In other words, to start a war between Scotland and us.”

      He shrugged. “Come what may. It is not my place to explain why Her Majesty does what she does.”

      Quinn blew out a breath. “Thank ya. I appreciate yer honesty. I wasn’t expectin’ it, to be frank.”

      “They’re gonna kill us ennaway, ya moron,” one of the men said. “Keep yer stupid yap shut.” This came from the older man.

      “Actually, I am not.” Quinn pulled out a couple pieces of paper. “If ya sit still, and keep yer eyes on the top of my head, ya have my word I will release ya unharmed.”

      The older man chuffed. “The word of a bloody Irish pirate who follows a bitch to the sea?”

      One Eye moved so swiftly, no one could have stopped him. With his short blade, he sliced off the old man’s ear.

      “Son of a –– ya barbarian!”

      “Enough, One Eye.” Quinn skewered the ear and held it up to the Englishman’s face. “The word of a pirate is about all ya have at the moment my friend.” She nodded to Connor, who held the man’s bleeding head still.

      “Ya cut off my fuckin’ ear!”

      “It’ll be yer nose next. Be respectful of Callaghan or ya will wind up in pieces at the bottom of the sea, One Eye growled.

      Blood ran down the old man’s neck. “Respect an Irish pirate? Let me outta these ropes and earn my respect, boy.”

      Quinn slowly shook her head. “I wish ya hadn’t said that.” Turning from him, Quinn waved her hand in the air to Connor. “Throw him over.”

      One Eye and Connor grabbed the old man roughly and yanked him to his feet.

      “Wait! No! Fine! Fine! I apologize! Don’t throw me over! Please. I got a family.”

      Quinn motioned for the two pirates to stop. “Verra well. Then have a seat and do as I said, and all of ya will be dropped off at Penn an Wlas, where ya will be free to go.” Quinn moved a lantern closer to her. “But speak ill of our captain again, and all of ya will go into the drink. All of ya.”

      The young man stared at her. “Go? Ya would let us go?”

      “Aye. Scurry back to Elizabeth like the rats ya are and tell her the Irish won’t fall prey to her schemes. If she wants us, she’s gonna have to fight us straight up.”

      The younger one nodded, but the old man chuckled. “Are ya daft enough to threaten the queen of England?”

      “Not just me. The whole of Ireland. Just tell her. Tell her the Irish have no desire to be her lap dog and to back off. Now, once more, look at me.”

      The men did as they were told.

      Sitting on the deck, Quinn sketched each face until she had them as complete as she could. When she finished, she rose and studied her drawings beneath the lantern. “These will have to do.” To One Eye, she said, “I want two men guardin’ them at all times. If one attempts to escape, kill them all.”

      “Aye. Everra last one a them.”

      With that, Quinn went to the bow of the smaller galley and stood with her hands behind her back, loving the feel of the wind on her face. Several women’s faces floated by her mind’s eye, but only one smiled at her.

      “Hang on, my love,” Quinn whispered as she’d done every night since Fiona told her she was once again with child. “I’ll be there shortly.”

      This side trip away from Fiona was taking far longer than she was comfortable with, and if Fiona delivered or had issues and Quinn wasn’t there again... Quinn couldn’t even bear the thought.

      But that was the greatest issue with all of this gadding about. How often had Fiona needed her and Quinn was out to sea? How many times had Quinn missed an important event in Fiona’s life because she was on board the Malendroke? How could she possibly sustain any relationship when she was coming and going?

      “Something troubling you, Callaghan?”

      Quinn half turned to find Kwame. He was hard to see in the darkness, but being on ships in the middle of the sea at night had sharpened her senses dramatically.

      “There’s much on my mind these days, Kwame.”

      “You do not doubt what we are about to do? You are preparing to send a message to the queen of England that we spat in her shoes. I am not even sure that is an act the captain would have done.”

      “Maybe not. Perhaps once Elizabeth sees we are not as easily manipulated as the Scots, she’ll return her attention to them.”

      “I can understand why she would want to pull them to her. After all, they share the same island, but we do not. To poke that dog in the eye at this time might not be wise.”

      Quinn shook her head. “The captain is doing what she needs to do, and so am I, and it is high time we let the English queen know we Irish bite back.”

      “Aye, we do, but that woman is as greedy as her father was. No, we will have to face her sooner or later.”

      They stood quietly together for some time before Quinn turned her head. “Is there something you need to share?”

      Kwame remained silent for so long, Quinn began to wonder if he’d heard her.

      “I fear I might incur your wrath.”

      Quinn stared straight ahead––a trick she’d learned from her years with Grace. “How so?”

      “A husband leaving his wife alone when there are strangers in town is not a good husband.”

      “You checked on William while waiting for Becca and me to arrive.” It was not a question.

      Kwame shrugged. “You must have as many eyes and ears in port as the captain.”

      Quinn hid her smile. “No. Actually, it is precisely what I would have done in your position, and you would have disappointed me if you hadn’t. What did you discover about William’s purported business?”

      “I expected to find him with a whore or another woman.”

      “And you did not.” Again, it was not a question.

      “I wish I had. Then I could have killed him and been done with it. No, William was not with a woman. Worse. He had a meeting with Deputy Sidney.”

      Slowly turning back around, Quinn waited for more.

      “The deputy came back to restore Calvagh O’Donnell to his place and to establish an English garrison financially. He continues to be pro-England. He supports the Tudor plantation and the move to plant the English in eastern Ulster.”

      Quinn flexed her neck back and forth. “The Tudor intention to assimilate our upper class in an effort to subjugate those beneath them will never go away.” She used her regular verbiage with Kwame, who was far more educated than most of the crew since he had been raised on an English trading vessel. As a child, he had been a voracious reader and was therefore one of the few men Quinn could speak freely with without editing her vocabulary.

      “And what if they succeed?”

      Quinn rocked back and forth. “They might very well, but we’ll never be English. Never.”

      The wind died down suddenly, as it was wont to do.

      “William is hedging his bets that Elizabeth will succeed. I hear he has Sidney in his pocket. He wants a title and the deputy will give him one. Sidney tosses those out to every Englishman who wants one, and William does.”

      “Well, be that as it may, as long as the man continues to take care of Shea, I’ll have no grudge with him and neither will you.” Quinn stepped closer. “Neither. Will. You.”

      Many minutes went by without a reply, to the point that Quinn thought she was alone.

      Finally, when Kwame spoke, his tone was much different. “If he puts Shea in harm’s way, Callaghan, you’d best step to the side because no man––not you, not her father, not the pope–– will stop me from dealing him a blow he’ll not recover from. Are we clear on that?”

      Quinn didn’t answer.

      She didn’t need to.

      As long as Kwame was alive, Shea would forever be safe, and that was all that mattered.

      

      There were no incidences with their English prisoners when they dropped them off on a small Scottish island north of Ireland. Untied and without weapons, the men hung their heads in silence as they walked off the ramp. With strong headwinds, Quinn and company made it back to Galway in seven hours and into the dock before two o’clock.

      As the galley pulled into the bay, One Eye called for Quinn to look through her scope.

      Pulling out the telescope Grace had given her two years ago, Quinn surveyed the dock to see what it was that had caught One Eye’s attention.

      It was Becca.

      Waving a huge flag.

      Quinn lowered the telescope and began barking orders. “Get this thing in as fast as ya can, boys! Heave ho!”

      The men put their backs into it and quickly maneuvered the smaller galley into the dock.

      When Quinn hustled off the ship, Becca met her on the pier, her eyes big and worry lines etched across her face.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Fiona! It’s her time. I have the fastest horse I could find behind the tavern. Ya must hurry, Callaghan. It... it does not bode well.”

      Quinn’s greatest fear was reflected back to her in Becca’s eyes. “Is she––”

      “The babe has turned, Callaghan. If they cannot get it out, they will both die. Hurry! Waste not one second.”

      Quinn was on the dapple-grey and spurring it forward, riding faster than the wind twenty seconds later. Head low, she urged the horse over fences, creeks, and anything else in their way.

      Fear like she’d never before experienced flooded through her as she rode low and fast. While losing another babe might destroy Fiona, losing Fiona would wreck Quinn in ways she couldn’t imagine. And to not be there when she had promised her she would was like a hot dagger in Quinn’s heart. Had she chosen the wrong woman to help out this time, or was this just the fate of their bizarre relationship?

      When she reached the garden of the Moynihan castle, Quinn was off the dapple-grey before she even came to rest.

      As she landed, two guards had drawn down on her.

      “Easy there, fella, where do you think you’re going?”

      It took Quinn a moment to realize she had not changed her attire.

      “It is I, you boobs. Can you not tell?”

      Both men blinked and stared before the taller one leaned forward and finally said, “Mistress Quinn. Yes! My apologies. It’s just... your attire.”

      “Never mind that. Where is she?” Quinn had already taken off for Fiona’s chambers.

      “In m’lady’s chambers—”

      On legs that felt more like noodles, Quinn rushed up the stairs and passed the wide-eyed gazes of the servants and Robert, who sputtered unintelligibly, until finally she burst through the chamber door.

      Lying on the bed with two women holding her legs apart was a very pale Fiona.

      “I’m here,” Quinn said, kneeling down at her side. “I am here.”

      Sweat dotted Fiona’s forehead, her eyes filled with pain and... something else.

      “You... came.”

      “Of course I came. I promised you.” Stroking Fiona’s damp head, Quinn leaned over and kissed her forehead.

      Robert marched into the room and was opening his mouth to yell something at Quinn when his gaze caught sight of Fiona’s gaping body.

      “It is I,” Quinn said to Robert.

      The midwife rose and tried to usher him out.

      “Quinn? You mean... Callaghan? My wife’s dearest friend? I... I do not understand.”

      “No, Robert, you do not. Do not be fooled by my appearance.”

      “But your beautiful hair. You’ve shorn it all off.”

      “Robert, I’m sure this is all odd to you, but it is not the least bit important at the moment.”

      Robert’s face suddenly looked like that of a scolded little boy. “Quinn... she... ”

      “She will be fine.” Quinn glanced up at the midwife, who shook her head.

      Quinn rose, kissed Fiona on the forehead once more and whispered, “Trust me.”

      “I... always... have.” Fiona winced. “I... always will.”

      Moving in between Fiona’s legs, Quinn looked over her shoulder at Robert. “I saw this done once in Turkey. If I do not do it, the baby and Fiona will die.”

      Robert looked at Quinn, at Fiona, at the midwife, and then nodded. “Save my wife, Quinn. Please.”

      “I’m going to save them both, Robert, but you must step outside. I’ll not have you or anyone second-guessing me.”

      Robert did as instructed. As he left, the midwife knelt beside Quinn. “He instructed me to cut the babe out of her if it doesn’t––”

      “Hush. There will be no cutting. We are not sacrificing Fiona for the baby. Not now. Not ever. The mistress always comes first.”

      “But the master said––”

      “Bloody hell, woman. Help or get out of my way.” Quinn waited for the woman to back away before laying her hand on Fiona’s abdomen and looking over the large belly. “I need you to relax, love. No pushing, no straining. Understand?”

      Fiona nodded. “Save... her... ”

      “Shh, love. You both are going to see tomorrow.” Rolling her sleeve up, Quinn slowly pushed her hand into Fiona as she had seen done once before. Her entire body shook with the fear of it. She swallowed back the warm, wet bile that threatened to rise in her throat. “Hold her steady!” Quinn said, trying to keep the contents of her stomach still in her stomach. Looking over the belly once more, Quinn locked eyes with Fiona. “Look at me.”

      Leaning up with her chin on her chest, Fiona did just that. Beads of sweat rolled from her temples. Fiona gritted her teeth as she locked eyes with Quinn.

      “I can do that, m’lord... m’lady... er... ” the midwife stammered. “The missus needs ya up where she lives. I can do this. Step aside.”

      Quinn cocked her head. “You can turn the babe?”

      “I can if ya will let me.” She stood next to Quinn, waiting for her to get out of the way. “G’wan. Get up there and talk to the missus and let me do me job.”

      Quinn pulled her hand out of the goo feeling slightly faint and greatly relieved. Killing a man seemed a much easier task than birthing a baby.

      Sitting on the bed next to Fiona, she gently turned Fiona’s head toward her. “Now... tell me all about her.”

      “I... it hurts so much... I... can’t.”

      “Sure you can. Keep looking at me and tell me about her. Tell me who she meets.” Quinn’s eyes never left Fiona’s.

      “She... meets Grace O’Malley when... when she is ten years old and announces... ”

      The midwife slowly inserted her arm.

      “Keep going,” Quinn encouraged. “Announces what?”

      “Announces that she going to be a... pirate when she grows up.”

      Quinn smiled. “A pirate you say?”

      Fiona nodded, tears coming to her eyes. “Aye. She wants an adventurous life... filled with—” Fiona winced as the midwife began turning the baby “—danger and foreign places.”

      “Then she must already be a pirate since she is in danger and preparing to come to a new and foreign place.”

      Fiona smiled, the tears running down her cheeks. “Because she is stubborn, she will get her way... no matter––” Fiona let out a scream that caused Robert to burst through the door.

      The moment he saw the midwife’s arm, elbow deep in his wife, he staggered backwards, fainted, and banged his head on the floor.

      Quinn never moved her eyes from Fiona’s. “She is as stubborn as her mother, then?”

      Fiona, pale, licked her grey lips. “More so... because she spends time with... people unlike any she’ll... ever meet... oh god, Quinn, the pain––”

      “Will go away, my love, once we get her situated. So what do you think of her being a pirate?”

      Fiona grinned weakly. “I think she is... happy.” She screamed as the midwife turned the baby.

      “And strong?”

      Fiona swallowed hard. “Yes, very strong, because of special folks... like Grace O’Malley... and her crew... and... you.”

      “One more second, love. Inhale a deep breath for me.”

      When Fiona did, Quinn smiled just as the midwife turned the baby’s body so the head was near the exit. To the midwife, she said, “Bring this little pirate out into the world.”

      Pulling her hand free, the midwife wiped it on a cloth on the floor before returning to Fiona’s side. “Ya did well, but now I’m gonna need ya to push fer me.”

      Laying her head back, Fiona inhaled deeply.

      “Time for the baby to be free.”

      Clutching Quinn’s hand with a strength that shocked Quinn, Fiona bore down as best she could.

      “Seein’ her wee head, mistress. Once more and the stubborn thing’ll pop right on out.”

      Quinn gently wiped the sweat from Fiona’s brow. “Show her who’s the mistress, love. You have to be the boss right out of the gate.”

      Fiona nodded and then bore down. “Get. Her. Out. Of. Me!”

      One final push and the baby came out, quietly. There was not a single sound.

      “No... ” Fiona said, trying to raise herself up to see it. “No. No. No.”

      “Hush now. Yer gettin’ all worked up,” the midwife said, tying off and then cutting the umbilical cord. With a whack on the baby’s bum, the midwife waited.

      Still nothing.

      “Quinn? Please. Please.” Fiona begged.

      Releasing Fiona’s hand, Quinn looked down at the baby, whose blue eyes looked at her as if perturbed that someone had slapped her. The midwife’s assistant was taking care of other things, and there was much running around and sopping up of fluids, but Quinn was barely aware of any of it.

      “Oh. My. Well, hello there.” Reaching for the baby, Quinn was doubly surprised when the midwife slapped her hands away.

      “The baby should be a wailin’.”

      Quinn’s eyes narrowed. “Hand her to me, woman, lest you draw back a stump the next time you strike out at me.”

      Leaning over, the midwife stuck her index finger in the baby’s mouth and pulled out some goo. “Babe’s fine now. Gonna be hungry.” Handing the baby girl to Quinn, the midwife rattled off Gaelic expletives and excused herself to check on Robert, who was still lying prone on the floor outside.

      “She’s beautiful.” Quinn said, staring down at the bloody infant. Gently wiping the vernix away, Quinn smiled into the eyes of a baby who stared back at her with the eyes of an old soul. “You’re bloody angry at us, aren’t you now?” Quinn cooed, handing the baby to Fiona. “She is... ” her words caught in her throat, and Quinn laid her head on the edge of the bed.

      “Oh my love... my sweet, sweet girl.”

      Looking up, Quinn expected Fiona to be murmuring to the baby, but she was not. She was looking through tear-filled eyes at Quinn. “You saved us just like you said you would.” Running her fingers through Quinn’s hair with her free hand, Fiona laid her palm on Quinn’s cheek. “Thank you is not nearly enough, Callaghan. Not nearly enough at all.”

      Rising, Quinn sat next to Fiona on the bed. “She is... I am... ”

      “At a loss for words?”

      Quinn nodded as tears fell down her face.

      Reaching out to touch the baby’s head, Quinn’s finger was grabbed by the infant.

      “She is a strong one,” Quinn whispered, kissing the top of Fiona’s damp head. “Like her mother.”

      Fiona waved the servants away and asked one to report back on Robert’s condition.

      “I knew you would come. I only hoped it would be in time.”

      “We have Becca to thank for it. She flagged me off the ship and had a fast horse waiting.”

      Fiona laid her head back and closed her eyes. “I shall be sure to thank her properly.”

      As Fiona’s grasp on the baby slacked a bit, Quinn took the infant and stood up, rocking back and forth as the little blue eyes looked up at her.

      “The master took a nasty cut to the back of his head,” one of the servants said, peeking in the door. “Midwife insists he not come in until he is not so wobbly.”

      “Thank you, Petra,” Quinn said softly.

      When the door closed, she returned her attention to the beguiling baby. “You’re quite the tenacious little thing, aren’t you?” she said, marveling at the grip the newborn had on her finger. “Even when your bum was swatted, you refused to cry.” Quinn and the baby stared at each other for a protracted moment.

      “Looks like I’ve lost you to yet another female,” Fiona said. “The story of our lives.”

      Looking up, Quinn smiled again. “I think I’ve fallen in love.”

      “It would appear that way.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Like a dozen horses kicked me.”

      “Aye, but she is worth it.”

      “And then some.”

      The door opened and there stood Robert, as pale as Fiona had been earlier. “It is true, then? Quinn saved our... ”

      “Little girl. Yes. Yes, she did.”

      Robert threw his arms around Quinn and crushed her to him. “Praise to the Lord.”

      “The Lord?” Quinn asked. “I’m quite certain it was the goddesses who saved her. Would you like to hold her?”

      Robert looked to Fiona and then back to the tiny bundle. “Perhaps later. I took quite a bump to the––”

      “Everraone out,” the midwife announced, her accent as thick as her middle. “Time to clean the mistress up.” Pushing past Robert, she raised an eyebrow at Quinn. “That means ya as well. After I clean her up, the babe will be hungry. Bring her back in a few.”

      Quinn nodded. “I will.”

      Robert kissed Fiona softly before bolting from the room.

      “I’ll just take her out to the balcony. Show my little pirate the sea.”

      As Quinn turned to leave, Fiona called her back. “You do realize she has claimed you as her own.”

      Nodding, Quinn bent over and kissed Fiona’s forehead, letting her lips linger a moment. “Aye. For the rest of forever and beyond, I will make sure nothing ever happens to her.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      Quinn sighed. “You’d better.”

      

      Two hours later, Fiona fell asleep with the baby still on her chest. Quinn hadn’t left her side since returning from the balcony; she sat dozing in a chair next to the new mother.

      A barely audible sound caused Quinn to propel out of the chair.

      “It’s just me,” Robert whispered. He was holding a candle in one hand and a mug of ale in another, which he handed to Quinn. “How is she?”

      Quinn sat back down and took a swig. It felt cool on her throat. “I think she’ll be fine. She’s just exhausted.”

      Robert stood over the bed. He was a tall man, an imposing figure with a thick head of brown hair he wore to his shoulders. His narrow eyes and angular features made him appear always intense.

      “I don’t know how to thank you for what you did,” he said softly.

      Quinn picked up the baby, who was starting to get fussy, and walked out of the room with Robert following. “Would you like to hold her?”

      He looked down at the baby and shook his head.

      “Robert, you’ll not hurt her. You held little Samuel, didn’t you?”

      “Not often enough, it would seem.”

      “Then here.” Quinn gently handed the baby to him. “You won’t break her.”

      “She’s just such a wee bit of a thing.” Robert held the baby stiffly.

      “Aye, but she has the courage of her mother.”

      Robert glanced up from the baby. “How did you know what to do?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Saw it done in Turkey once.”

      “Turkey, eh? And were you with your father when you went to Turkey?”

      “I... well, yes.”

      “I see. And so how was it you came to us looking... ” he waved his hand at her. “Looking thusly. Your... your hair.”

      “I had to cut it when I got it caught in... a fence. I dressed as a man so I could get here faster and safer than as a woman.”

      “A woman. Yes. I see.” He handed the girl back. “You must think me a bit of a fool. Do you honestly believe you do not come and go as you please simply because I allow it?”

      Quinn bristled. “Allow it?”

      “I know the kind of woman you are, Callaghan, and I have done some research on your... unnatural state. Excuse the word unnatural. I cannot think of a different word.”

      “What research is that, Robert?’ Quinn could feel her face becoming warm.

      “You are a woman who loves other women.” He held his hand up. “I have watched you with my wife, and I know how deeply you feel for her. One cannot hide their emotions in their eyes.”

      Quinn felt a bubble of panic get caught in her throat. “Robert, I––”

      “Please do not insult my intelligence, Callaghan. Truth be told, up until now, your affections have made my wife happy. She looks out at the sea longing for you. You have given her many wonderful memories, but now that we have a child, I must ask that you cease your visits with her and allow her the chance to be that happy in her own home with her own family.”

      Quinn’s heart banged inside her chest as if wanting out. “Cease my visits? Why, Robert, unless you have spoken with Fiona about this, I do not believe this is a decision you can make for her.”

      The midwife came in and took the baby from Quinn, casting an angry glare at Robert as she did.

      The look did not escape Quinn, but she let it go.

      “That is where you are wrong. I am the master of this home and I can no longer abide by her sexual transgressions. Not when there is a child in the house. My wife will understand. If she does not, then she and I will have a conversation of a different sort.”

      Quinn stepped up to him. “What sort of conversation is that?”

      His eyes narrowed. “If you do not remove yourself from my wife’s life, I will remove her from yours.”

      “Remove her, how?”

      “There are plenty of places we can go that will not be accessible to you. England has use for a man of my skills and knowledge.”

      Quinn stepped back as if slapped. “You would take her from her home?”

      “I would return with her to mine. The choice is up to you.”

      Quinn shook her head. “There is no need to take such drastic measures. I only ask that you give me time with her so I can ease myself away.”

      “I believe I can manage that. I do not want her knowing I was the one who put a stop to this. It will only serve to make her angry with me.”

      Quinn felt like vomiting. “I would appreciate that, Robert.”

      “Callaghan, you have made my wife happier than I ever have, but I am a man rising in the world. I simply cannot have a wife who participates in activities that would ruin us.”

      “I understand.”

      “Again, thank you for everything you have done.” He stared hard into her face. “It appears there is more to you that meets the eye. Riding as a man, eh? You must truly love my wife.”

      She nodded. “I truly do, Robert. I love her now, and I will always love her. Should you ever treat her unkindly, I will return for you and leave you in pieces. Are we clear on that?” She could feel his penetrating gaze on her.

      To her surprise, he nodded. “I understand that. See? Even though I could have you arrested right now, you stand in front of her protectively. She is a lucky woman to have had a friend as you have been.”

      “I love Fiona as surely as if she were my sister. Her safety has always been my only concern. It still is. Do not do wrong by her, Robert. It will not end well with you.”

      “I have grown to love her as well, Callaghan. I’ve not been able to enter her heart because it is already occupied. Give me a chance to fill your seat. Perhaps she might find me a desirable husband after all.”

      They stood quietly together for a moment before Quinn said, “I can do that, Robert. Have you thought of a name?”

      Robert shook his head.

      “I have,” Fiona said, struggling to sit up.

      Quinn’s eyes grew wide. Had Fiona heard this conversation? Clearly if she did, she would have had a great deal to say to them both.

      Robert dashed through the door to her side to assist her.

      Quinn looked at Fiona over the top of the baby’s head and knew she’d not heard. She was so enrapt in the baby, she possibly had only heard the last piece. “Oh?”

      Fiona thanked her husband for his help before returning her gaze to Quinn. “We shall name her Gallagher, after the woman who saved our lives.”

      Quinn quickly cut her eyes to Robert, who exhaled loudly.

      “It is my wish,” Fiona said, almost coldly.

      Robert nodded, his jaw set. “I don’t understand why you would name her Gallagher, my love. Why not Callaghan?”

      Fiona tilted her head toward Quinn. “Gallagher is Quinn’s old family name on her mother’s side. I would like to honor the woman who bore such a strong and wonderful friend who has continually come to our aid when we needed it most.”

      Robert swallowed hard. “Then so be it. We shall introduce her to the world as Gallagher.”

      Fiona shook her head. “You’re missing a name. I wish for her to be known as Gallagher Grace, and we will send a letter to Grace announcing the arrival of her namesake.”

      Robert appeared struck dumb.

      “I intend on everyone knowing that our daughter is an Irish woman with ties to the greatest queen and most fearsome pirate of the seas. You may introduce her now, Robert, as such.”

      Quinn, amused by his apparent discomfort, finally nodded. “It is a good name. A strong name. A name that will make her feared throughout the world.”

      Robert cast a look at Quinn. “Then I shall take my leave to do just that.”

      When he was gone, Quinn leaned over and kissed Gallagher, then Fiona.

      “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be from now on, eh, lover? Gallagher gets first affection?” Pulling Quinn back to her, Fiona kissed her passionately. “You might wish to rethink that.”

      Sitting on the side of the bed, Quinn looked down at the two loves of her life feeling more joy than she could ever imagine feeling and more sadness than she had ever experienced. The conversation with Robert had rattled her to the core, and yet she could not share with Fiona how badly her heart was breaking. “Naming her after me... I...”

      “I have bound you to her for life. Yes. That was my intention. I hope you do not mind.”

      Quinn blinked back tears. “Mind? She is my greatest gift.”

      The midwife returned from having cleaned the baby, her eyebrow raised at the conversation. Fiona took Gallagher from the midwife and adjusted the baby so she could hold her in one hand while holding Quinn’s hand in her other. “That will be all. I can handle her from here.” To Quinn she whispered, “You were amazing, my love. Now, about you. Can you tell me how your pirating went? What the outcome was? There are murmurings that Elizabeth is stepping up her father’s plantation ideas. There is so much I need to know.”

      Quinn told her the whole story while Fiona nursed Gallagher. When she finished, she could have sworn the baby winked at her.

      “She watches you,” Fiona said softly.

      “Aye. It is almost eerie... like she came out knowing me.”

      “Maybe she did. Thank you so much, my sweet love, for being here.”

      “I try not to break my promises, Fiona, but lately, I haven’t been able to keep any. Had it not been for Becca, I would have been too late.”

      “I owe that marvelous woman more than she could ever know. Thank the goddess. How long do I have you?”

      The hopefulness in Fiona’s eye was like a dagger in Quinn’s heart. This was it. Their time was up. Their journey together had ended, and she could not even tell her why. “I must leave in a couple of days. There is so much going on, and––”

      “Grace needs you.”

      “Aye. Very much so. You do realize that Grace O’Malley will be thrilled the child bears her name.”

      “Good. Your captain is an incredible woman and now, my daughter carries the names of two strong, independent females. She’ll not join her brother anytime soon. Now, you are exhausted. Come. Lay your head on my lap and get some rest. Our family is all here, safe and sound because of you.”

      Quinn looked away.

      Family.

      Looking around, she realized that “family” really didn’t include her. Robert had made it perfectly clear that he would take Fiona and the baby far away if she continued coming around. The baby was his, not hers, not theirs. This family of Fiona’s didn’t really include her and never would. Love was not enough. Gold was not enough. The life of a noblewoman married to an English lord did not have room in it for an Irish pirate.

      The problem was, she wasn’t even remotely ready to walk away.

      

  






      They had a few more days together, with Quinn rarely letting Gallagher out of her sight.

      Fiona recovered quickly, and together the three of them walked the garden, watched ships pull into the harbor, and sat by the fire each night being regaled by pirate stories Quinn had seldom shared until now.

      She was desperate to give Fiona as much of her as she could before she left. She had to, because she was not at all certain she was strong enough to merely walk away, threat or no threat.”

      On the third day, Kwame arrived to let Quinn know Grace and the Malendroke had returned and her presence on board was requested.

      Quinn’s chest felt like an anchor had fallen on it.

      “I must admit, my love, I’ve grown rather fond of having you here.” Fiona reached up and brushed a stray hair away from Quinn’s face.

      Quinn walked arm in arm with Fiona toward the stables, where her dapple-grey waited. “It’s been a remarkable time, Fiona. You and Gallagher have made my heart sing in so many ways. I don’t think I’ve ever felt such peace.”

      Fiona pulled Quinn closer. “And yet, you have to go.”

      “Aye. I’m afraid a visit is all it is.”

      “When will you return?”

      The question was a kick in the gut. “I do not know. I am afraid there will be many trips to Scotland, and there is much to do to help secure Mary’s throne. It could be quite a while, I’m afraid.”

      Fiona inhaled deeply, her ample bosom straining the fabric of her dress. “I love you, Callaghan, with every bit of energy I possess. I’ll never forget what you did for me and my daughter––our daughter.”

      Quinn cut a look at her and smiled sadly. It was a sweet notion, but the truth was, Gallagher would never be hers, and they would never be a family. It had been a foolish pipe dream of hers when they first met, but they were different people now with very different life circumstances.

      “Her eyes never leave you... nor do yours leave her. It is surely a match created by the goddess.”

      When they reached the barn, the dapple-grey was saddled up and ready to go.

      “Be safe out there, my love. Know where your home truly is and know that we will be waiting.” Fiona brushed her cheek against Quinn’s and whispered. “Thank Becca for me, will you? That girl is the most selfless person I know.”

      Quinn nodded, her palm on Fiona’s cheek. She stared for a long time into her her blue eyes. “I’ll do that. Take care of my little pirate, Fi, and remember that every single night, I go to sleep thinking of you.”

      Fiona’s brow furrowed. “Why do you look so sad, my love?”

      “Leaving you always makes me sad, Fiona, but now I am leaving two women I am in love with. I am sorry I cannot be stronger.”

      Fiona pulled her into a kiss. “I would be more worried if you did not appear sad to leave us.”

      Throwing her leg over the saddle, Quinn took the package of clothing from Fiona. “And thank you for naming her after me. While I’ll never have a daughter of my own, knowing she is ours makes all the difference in the world. I love you, Fiona. More than you could ever know.”

      “And I love you, Quinn Gallagher.”

      Taping the horse’s flanks, Quinn and the dapple-grey headed into Galway and to her next set of goodbyes. With tears in her eyes, she rode hard and fast, escaping the life she now knew would never be hers.

      

      Robert’s request stunned me until I had time to think on it. Of course he knew. Walls have eyes and ears, and the staff would, of course, talk. I was foolish to think he just didn’t pay any attention.

      My heart ached at the first goodbye, and I felt it crack more as I made my way to Becca.

      I’ve never been very good with goodbyes, and those I’ve said to Becca and Fiona were the hardest yet. That little babe has my heart wrapped with a red bow. I sat with her for hours when Fiona needed rest. Hours we walked the gardens with me sharing story after story. I found myself suddenly talking to her about Becca, of all people.

      I daresay our adventure together brought us closer than ever. I had expected our goodbye to be brief, but when I laid my eyes upon her, all I wanted to do was devour her—not just because she is beauty incarnate but because it was by her actions that I could get to Fiona in time. It was truly Becca who saved their lives as surely as if it had been me.

      And that made me love her even more.

      Funny thing, though.

      When I went to her room, it was empty. The panic I felt ran like poison through my veins until one of the other serving girls pointed upstairs and told me Becca had moved to the corner room.

      Taking the stairs two at a time, I arrived at her door just as she opened it.

      “Callaghan!” Becca threw her arms around me and pulled me into the lavish bedroom.

      Three times the size of her small room downstairs, this room had a window facing the dock, a very comfortable bed, and an animal fur rug.

      “Becca, what are you––”

      “Doing here? Apparently, your other lover wished to thank me, so she paid for this room and told Harry it was to remain mine until I no longer wanted it.”

      “Fiona paid for your room?”

      Becca nodded and began telling me the story of it all, when I threw myself upon her and took her several times, each time more explosive than the previous. I think it was the third time that I realized how much she meant to me and my life. I kissed her gently and told her as much.

      She surprised me by crying and telling me that she had really needed me to give her some reason to believe she was important.

      I felt terrible.

      Becca is more to me than sex and a good romp. She is special and important, beautiful and brave.

      So I told her so, and in the telling understood that Becca had been selfless in her secondary position in my heart.

      And my heart started slowly breaking at the truth of it.

      Neither woman has ever gotten all of me, and though they have loved me as much and as well as they can, I simply have not been present enough to return their love.

      Maybe Fiona should find room in her heart for her husband.

      Maybe Becca should find a man who can take her away from her tavern.

      Maybe I am the heartless one for taking all they can give while only tossing them both crumbs.

      When Becca was sated, she lay in my arms until I knew I would be on the verge of angering Grace, so I said goodbye once more and started for the ship.

      Much can happen on a pirate ship in a week, and the moment I returned to the Malendroke, everyone started in.

      Apparently, on their return from Scotland, a ship had been run around and Grace had ordered the crew to seize the cargo. As they were leaving the ship, someone from the crow’s nest shouted they saw a lone man washed up on shore.

      Dead?

      No one knew for sure.

      So Grace took two men ashore to find out.

      The young man, whose name is Hugh, is fifteen years the junior of Grace and yet, according to the gossip running rampant on board, Grace herself nursed the young man back to health and... well, he may have received extra care, as it were.

      I’ve spoken since with the lad, and he is a genuinely warm fellow who is as smitten with Captain O’Malley as she is with him. The crew says they’ve not seen her in such fine spirits, and they’d be right. She seems... happy.

      As for Hugh, I like the lad. He is full of life and has a great spirit. He makes Grace laugh, which is a wonderful sound to hear aboard the ship. I hope he chooses to stay a long time, as he seems to make her so happy.

      I saw Grace briefly this afternoon when she came out to greet me, saying we would talk this evening so she could catch me up on what transpired in Scotland.

      But Tavish has already filled in the blanks, and it doesn’t look good for Mary of Scotland. The severed heads were, in fact, those of emissaries Mary sent over to see if Ireland’s clan leaders would help her defend her nation against England. They had gotten caught in a game of cards, plied with ale, and then were swiftly removed in the dead of night to the Frasier Farm, where they were tortured and beheaded.

      The torture was discovered when one of the mouths fell open to reveal a missing tongue and teeth that had been bashed in.

      Mary was saddened at first, then angry, then calculating, saying she would forever be in Grace’s debt. Mary fears for her life now and is certain Elizabeth intends on attacking her, Scotland, or both.

      When Grace left Scotland, Tavish informed her he would be sailing back with all the galloglaighs he could muster up in Ireland. It was time, he said, for Scotsmen to leave Ireland to her own devices and to take up arms to defend their queen.

      My heart hurts for him and his fellow Scotsmen. All they want is to be Scottish. Not English. Not Welsh. I understand completely why he wishes to go home. It doesn’t make me love him any less, and I know I will miss him fiercely. He’s been my shadow for these six years, and we’ve become very close. It was Fiona who gave Tavish over to me... to Grace... to watch out over me. He well knows her and how different out lives are––still, when duty calls, it calls.

      So now we are at Rockfleet, and the captain is seldom outside her bedchamber where Hugh recovers from his ordeal. I have to say, I am looking forward to finally being able to sit down and talk to Grace about Scotland. While the crew has filled me in for the most part, none were with Grace when she was with Mary and, having met Mary once myself, I am well aware of her mercurial nature.

      Here comes Grace now. More to follow...

      

      “Callaghan! Come here!” Grace took one long stride through the door and wrapped Quinn up in her unusually long arms. “I know I’ve not been available, but it was questionable there fer a moment whether or not Hugh was gonna make it. Come with me.”

      Quinn followed Grace out to the furthest point of the land where it gently met up with the sea. A sturdy wooden bench sat at the edge, and Grace plopped down on it, extending her legs.

      “Seems I owe ya once again fer commandin’ the men durin’ the rout of Rockfleet. The men said ya masterminded a brilliant plan to defeat that scurrilous husband of mine.”

      Quinn sat next to her. They were far away from prying eyes and ears. “I did what I could, Captain.”

      “And it nearly cost ya yer woman.” Grace fully faced Quinn, her green eyes piercing hers. “And her infant. I heard.”

      “Nearly dead is not anything like dead,” Quinn said, feeling her eyes well up.

      Grace tossed her head back and roared, her red hair catching the wind like a flag. “Indeed. Well, I am grateful to ya fer preservin’ Rockfleet from Richard. I am even more grateful ya were able to save Fiona. The Moynihans and Robert will forever be in our debt, and that is a good thing. How are they?”

      Quinn looked away. “They are wonderful, Captain. The child is an old soul with eyes more knowing than curious.”

      Grace nodded. “Oh, aye. I remember two of my sons havin’ that look about them. Ya wonder how much they heard while leechin’ off their mama.”

      “She stole my heart, that little babe.”

      “They do that.” Grace gazed out at the sea for a few quiet moments before turning back to Quinn. “What’s happened, Callaghan? Ya are quiet and down. Is everrathin’ all right with ya and yer lady?”

      Quinn replayed for her what Robert had demanded of her.

      “Oh, Callaghan, I am so verra sorry to hear that, but the man is right. Fiona is now riskin’ the fate of her child as well as her social status should it be known she loves a woman. Quite frankly, I am surprised it lasted this long.”

      “I’m heartbroken, Captain.”

      “I am sure ya are, but Callaghan, perhaps it is time fer ya to find someone like yerself to love.”

      “Like myself? I don’t think there are many others out there like me, sir.”

      “Ya know, I thought the same thing until I met Hugh.” Grace leaned forward. “I needed ya to come here, Callaghan, because... well, quite frankly, I need someone’s opinion I can trust.”

      Quinn was slightly taken aback by the confession. Though Grace knew she was a woman, she had never treated her any differently than she did the rest of the crew. “I’m honored, Captain.”

      Grace shook her head. “No more so than I, Callaghan. Time and time again ya have come through fer me. Ya have proven yer worth as more than just a crew member on the ship. In an odd way, ya are one of the few female friends I have, and it is that person I’ve been needin’ to speak with.”

      “You know you can trust me to be discreet, Captain.”

      “And I count on yer discretion,” Grace looked down and worried her torn thumbnail. “First things first. No doubt by now, the crew has filled ya in on Hugh.”

      Quinn nodded. “Here and there. They suspect you have feelings for him––that you have had feelings for him ever since they brought him aboard the ship.”

      Grace slowly looked up. “And they would be right. I don’t know how it happened, but the moment he opened his eyes and gazed into mine, I was smitten... struck down by emotions I can’t say I have ever really felt.”

      Quinn suddenly felt as if she were sitting with Shea or Kennedy, gossiping about boys in the village. Was this why Grace O’Malley had called her to Rockfleet?

      “You love him.” It was not a question.

      Grace once again cast her gaze to the sea. “Aye, Callaghan, I do. Hugh de Lacy may be young, but he is a man’s man––a man I would proudly call mine. A man who wants an old salty dog like myself. He makes me laugh. He is smart and talks to me like I am as well. He is a good man. He is now my man.”

      Quinn chose to remain silent.

      “Ya loved someone ya were not supposed to love, Callaghan. How did ya do it? How did ya stay steadfast to what people believe ya are without givin’ up who ya truly are?” Grace returned her eyes to Quinn’s. “How do ya manage to walk in both worlds?”

      Quinn ran her hand through her hair. “It is like walking a tightrope, Captain. There are days when I am certain I shall fall off and there are days I walk right to the other end. It is never easy loving one we are not supposed to love, but if that love––if your bond’s strong enough, you’ll find a way.”

      “The way ya and Fiona found a way?”

      “Yes. We found a way that might have gone on indefinitely if there wasn’t a husband. Pardon my dimness, Captain, but why can’t you be open about your love for de Lacy? You dismissed Richard. He is no longer an issue.”

      “Ya mean aside from our age difference? He is not one whom clan leaders would support standin’ beside the queen of Connacht. And I need their support.”

      “Aye. That you do. Folks will always gossip, Captain. You cannot control that fact. So the best you can do is not flaunt your relationship or love for the man. Sooner or later, the gossip will die down, leaving you two alone in your relationship.”

      “Then ya think I ought to hide it from the world.”

      “Not at all. I honestly think you treat him in public like you would any other crew member As soon as folks have something else to gossip about, they will move beyond you. Small minds quickly move on to the next rumor.”

      “And the crew? What of them?”

      “Well, to be honest, if he works harder than the next man, and you allow the crew to put him through his paces, they will accept him.”

      “His paces?”

      This was the moment Quinn realized that the Grace O’Malley sitting in front of her now was more woman than captain, more female than pirate.

      “Aye. Captain, our crew love and respect you. Any man who catches your eye is gonna have to prove to your men, your family, that he is worthy of you. You absolutely must turn a blind eye to the teasing and abuses your family will put upon him. It is their way of showing you they care.”

      Grace rubbed her chin and slowly nodded. “I see. Yer sayin’ I cannot be overprotective of Hugh or––”

      “Or he’ll never be accepted. Allow the crew to do what they will, all the while understanding why they do so.”

      Grace stared at Quinn a moment before pulling her into an embrace. “Bloody hell, Callaghan, I knew ya were the right person to talk to.”

      “You need to remember, Captain, that even with Hugh de Lacy on this ship, you are always seen as the captain first and foremost. If you react as a woman might––”

      “They’ll lose faith in me.”

      “Faith, respect, all of it. He’ll not be harmed, but he most certainly will and should be harassed.”

      “By ya as well?”

      Quinn grinned. “By me first. If Innis or I abuse him first, the men will immediately look for your reaction.”

      “And I’ll have none.”

      “Exactly. That will set the tone for the rest, and before you know it, he will be accepted by the rest of us. Crew member first, captain’s mate second.”

      “He needs to be respected because I say he should be, Callaghan, not because I treat him different. Ya think my men wouldn’t treat him right unless I mistreated him? Have ya lost yer mind?”

      “Six years with men have taught me how to be one, Captain. I’ve studied them. I know how they think, and right now... ” Quinn took a deep breath. “I know that right now you’re acting like a woman.”

      Grace quickly stood, her left eyebrow raised in question. “Excuse me? Ya best mind yer manners with me, Callaghan.”

      Quinn held her hand up. “Sir, I’ve watched you with him for just a short while and you treat him like a lover. If you treat him like a crew mate, there will be fewer issues.”

      “There will be issues if they don’t treat him as one of their own.”

      Quinn tried another tact. “The crew’s perception might be that you have gotten soft. You cannot act like he is special. The perception is that he is going to get special treatment.”

      “Then I need to change that perception.”

      “Aye. Go out drinking with the men tonight. Without de Lacy. Remind them of who you are. Remind them of who we all are together. He is still an outsider. A stranger.”

      Grace nodded. “I can do that. We shall have bawdy revelry tonight and then return to Clare Island, where I will leave my precious cargo so he will be safe.

      Quinn rose and cocked her head in question. “Leave? Where are we off to now?”

      Grace headed back toward the castle. “Where else? We’re goin’ after the ship that sank Hugh’s ship.”

      “Do you think that’s wise?”

      “Hugh’s ship had intercepted an English ship commandeered by none other than John Hawkins.”

      Quinn inhaled slowly. Hawkins was Francis Drake’s cousin and Drake’s equal as a devil to Grace. The two of them had caused Grace and the Malendroke plenty of headaches, and she held a deep-seeded hatred for them both.

      “They battled and took ginger, pearls, and sugar, which they exchanged in Hispaniola fer slaves. It appears the English will continue that horrific trade along with the Portuguese.”

      “So what happened?”

      “Hawkins’s ship wasn’t travelin’ alone. A second English ship came upon Hugh’s as they were lootin’ Hawkins’s and blew them to the bottom of the sea, leavin’ Hawkins and his ship alone.”

      “And you wish to go after them.”

      “Not them. Hawkins. He was returnin’ from Venezuela, where he traded hundreds of slaves fer the booty he was carryin’.”

      “But Hugh de Lacy is no pirate.”

      Grace laughed. “Aye. They had no business goin’ after another ship, and it did not end well.”

      “Well, not for the rest of the crew. Seems to me Hugh made out pretty well.”

      Tossing her head back and laughing, Grace put her arm across Quinn’s shoulders. “I missed ya, Callaghan. I truly missed ya.”

      

      It had been a while since the crew had practiced at keeping their skills sharp. This meant fighting side by side on the deck with wooden swords that made clacking sounds when they smacked into each other. Quinn did a one-eighty with two swords flying over her head as she came at Innis.

      Innis blocked her left sword, but her right one clipped his side.

      “Come on, Innis,” Quinn said, smacking him with her sword. “Ya’d be dead if this was metal.”

      “He’d be dead regardless.”

      It was Hugh de Lacy.

      Someone tossed him a sword, but he didn’t bother catching it. “I am not in any shape to fight you. I came to speak with Callaghan.”

      Quinn stepped forward. “That would be me.”

      Hugh stepped forward. “Grace explained how you think we ought to handle my being on the ship. I can’t say that I disagree with your idea to be tougher on me.”

      Quinn waited.

      “And I would have to agree. If she is not seen as strong––”

      Quinn pulled him aside. “She is never seen as strong, Hugh. She is strong, and I’ll not let the likes of ya change how the men see her. So if ya aren’t goin’ to help us up here, then keep yer arse below.”

      Connor joined them. “Is there a problem?”

      Hugh looked at Quinn and then back at Connor. “None. We were just clearing the air.”

      When Hugh went down below, Innis came back to Connor and Quinn. “Try again.”

      Quinn turned her back on him and then spun around, lowering her entire body and stabbing him with both swords.

      “Innis! Jesus, what is wrong with ya?” Quinn rose, arms akimbo. “Do ya wish to die so soon?”

      Innis bowed his head. “I am... havin’ issues with my eyes.”

      Quinn stepped closer. “Ya aren’t able to see verra well?”

      Innis shook his head. “It’s... cloudy. Please don’t tell the captain.”

      “I won’t, but if we get into a fight, ya won’t last two minutes. I know a woman who can probably help ya, but ya will need to stay alive long enough fer her to do so.”

      Innis nodded. “I’ll go. I am desperate. Thank ya, Callaghan.”

      After the mock battle, Grace called the crew to the main deck. She stood on the upper deck, sword in hand, ready to address the troops. “All right, ya sea dogs of no good worth, listen up.”

      Grace waited for the men to settle down.

      “As ya all know, we sail to Edinburgh to assist Mary durin’ her time of need. Pregnant and surrounded by enemies, she trusts few, and there are even fewer she trusts with her life. Tavish is on both lists. He knows the lay of the land around Edinburgh Castle. Once inside its walls, he is yer captain. Ya will do as he says, go where he says, and ya will do it as quickly as ya would fer me.” Grace let her eyes linger on the face of nearly every man in the front row. “There will be those Scotsmen who will offer ya gold, women, even a title to betray the queen of Scotland. Rest assured, there is no place ya can run, no place ya can hide if ya betray our mission. Ya betray her, ya betray me, and I’ll not rest until I see ya die a slow, painful death. So if ya do not think ya can resist the temptations the Scottish nobles will most definitely throw at ya, then stay aboard ship. No one’ll think worse of ya.” She cast her hawklike gaze over the crowd of men. “Good. Now get some rest, because once we set land, we’re gonna need to be vigilant. We are the enemy to those Scots who back Elizabeth. Never forget that. Never.”

      When she finished, she motioned for Quinn and Tavish to join her on the upper deck.

      “Tell me what I need to know, Tavish.”

      The big block of a man ran his fingers through his lion’s mane of grey-streaked red hair and inhaled deeply. “Mary and her unborn bairn are in grave danger. We can secure the castle, but we won’t ken how many of her men are still loyal to her, so we could verra well be securin’ some enemies within.”

      “Then we will ask the queen to allow only my men near her bedchamber when it is time to bring the babe forth.” Turning to Quinn, her eyes asked the unasked question.

      “Aye, Captain. If Young Mary still fancies me, I’ll learn all I can about any hidden entrances into those bedchambers. I will get as much information about the castle as I can.”

      Grace slowly smiled. “Excellent, Callaghan. Still, I do not have a good feelin’ about this. Are ya certain the French physician can be trusted?”

      Quinn nodded. Grace had learned of a French physician who had been wanting to get back to the Scottish queen’s court and had picked him up on her last trip. “According to Fiona, he is one of the best.”

      “Then her word is good enough fer me. Tavish, handpick a dozen men ya trust most to carry out yer orders. We will pick the physician up on our way.”

      “Aye, Captain.” Tavish turned and disappeared.

      When he was gone, Grace turned to Quinn. “I take it Young Mary, the queen’s lady-in-waitin’, knows the truth.”

      “About me?” Quinn pinched the bridge of her nose. She had had a minor dalliance with one of Mary’s ladies—all of whom were also named Mary—six years ago, and that little affair continued through to the last time Quinn was in the Scottish court. On that first occasion, Quinn had impersonated Grace in order to save the crew, and Mary of Scotland had taken a liking to her. On the second occasion, the queen barely had time to see Quinn.

      One of the last things Queen Mary had said to Quinn on her way out of the castle the last time they met was that when she next needed them, they better come running.

      Quinn believed this was just one of the reasons Grace was set in her ways to reach the queen with the news.

      Grace chuckled. “I don’t know how ya do it, Callaghan, but it amazes me nonetheless. Ya get more female play than enna man on this ship.”

      “Women are easier to fool than you’d imagine, sir. They all want the same thing: intimacy. The rest?” Quinn shrugged. “It’s all sleight of hand.”

      “Ya gave her more than just a hand.”

      “She thought I was you, sir. Young Mary is very clear about who and what I am.”

      “And yet, she still bedded ya.” Throwing her mane back and laughing loudly, Grace clapped Quinn on the back. “Bloody hell, Callaghan, ya sound like a man more and more every day.”

      “Except to the ladies, Captain. Then I sound like whatever it is they wish to hear.”

      “Yer my secret eyes and ears in the castle, Callaghan. If we are not careful, Elizabeth will have a new foe to target. I’d rather not give her that chance.”

      “But everyone will know Grace O’Malley’s ship sits outside the harbor, sir. We cannot merely sail into any Scottish port for no reason.”

      “Aye, that will bring a great deal of suspicion upon us...”

      “They’ll speculate, though they won’t know why we have come.”

      Grace turned to face the wind, her eyes closed as it caressed her face. “Which is why we must give them good reason fer us comin’ to Scotland.”

      Quinn felt her stomach lurch as she picked up on Grace’s intention.

      “Besides births and deaths, Callaghan, what is the one other subject that gets court tongues waggin’?”

      Quinn bowed her head. She could see it coming and had no way of stopping it. “Marriage.”

      Grace turned from the wind, her grin almost malevolent. “Aye. How would ya feel to have it known that ya have come to Edinburgh to propose to Young Mary?”

      Quinn could not find her tongue to say it.

      “The safest way to keep the population content with our presence is to offer up a rumor of marriage. I would like ya to propose marriage to Young Mary and make everyone believe it.”

      Quinn stared at her. “Captain, I can’t marry her. It’s been three years since I saw her last, and even then it was just to roll in the hay with a beautiful woman. We merely shared a meal and a bed together. I can’t... I can’t...”

      “I am not askin’ ya to actually marry her, Callaghan. I just need ya to make everraone believe that ya are. Surely ya can do this fer the queen.”

      Quinn stared at her. “Do I have a choice here, sir?”

      Grace barely grinned. “Ya always have a choice, Callaghan. Ya can choose to do what is right or what is best. It is yer decision.”

      Quinn tilted her head in question. “What is the best thing to do here, Captain?”

      Grace slowly grinned. “What else? Save the queen of Scotland.”

      

      I suppose I should have seen it coming. Grace is nothing if not a great strategist. Somewhere along the line, she must have realized the tenuous position in which she was placing us, our clans, and Ireland by rushing to Mary’s aid. So she is prepared to give a joyful reason that will keep the rumors at bay.

      I say at bay because not everyone is so easily fooled, and we need to be prepared for questions regarding this ruse.

      Ruse.

      That is a kind word for it.

      A part of me is angry with Grace for not confiding in me earlier that she had a plan. But then I realized she trusted me enough to understand why she chose me. Young Mary had professed her love for me, even if it was years ago, which means the women at court will not be surprised about a marriage proposal.

      So... do I tell Fiona? Although it’s been three years since I spent any time with Young Mary, I understand what is being asked of me and why it is so important to create a ruse worth gossiping over.

      I hardly think it prudent or necessary to do so. It isn’t like I’ll be staying in Scotland. I imagine this is just the proposal. Enough to keep the rumors going. We will come, protect Mary and her newborn, and then head back home to my baby.

      My baby.

      As much as I want it to be so, Gallagher isn’t that. I need to keep reminding myself of that on this trip. I need to see life for how it is and not how I want it to be.

      Robert has made it crystal clear that I am to separate from his wife and that beautiful little girl.

      Oh yes, Gallagher has stolen my heart like no other. I loved her at first sight, with that fiery red hair and those piercing blue eyes. She captured me, heart and soul, forever binding me to her life. Regardless of my relationship with Fiona, I will remain the compass in Gallagher’s life until I take my last breath.

      Which could be sooner rather than later.

      So, onward to Edinburgh, Scotland, where there are sure to be enemies at every turn. I do not know how Mary has done it all these years with Elizabeth snapping at her heels like some stray dog. She truly is worse than her father––wanting to extend English boundaries. It is no wonder the continental countries despise her. It isn’t just that she wants to rule our land. No, Elizabeth wants to rob these countries under her care in order to add to her coffers.

      If Scotland falls, I fear Ireland will not be far behind. And this is when my thoughts turn to my newest love––Gallagher.

      What kind of a world are we leaving to her? Will she spend her youth fighting back the English? The Spanish? The French? Will she constantly fear the meddling of another monarch in Ireland’s affairs?

      So if I have to pretend to wed Young Mary in order to keep my people safe from the clutches of monarchs like Elizabeth, then so be it. There is nothing I would not do to keep Gallagher and Fiona safe.

      Nothing.

      

      Edinburgh Castle was a monster of stone overlooking the city. Perched on a cliff, the castle could be seen from miles away, as if rising like a giant gargoyle from the very rocks it sat upon.

      All around it, ancient trees swayed in the slight breeze that blew from the rocks and ricocheted all around, causing the branches to bounce this way and that.

      As they neared the castle, they could see the battle scars from days of bombardment during the fourteenth century, when the English had taken it over. Quinn couldn’t imagine the kind of firepower it must have taken to defeat a castle of this size.

      “My arse hates horses,” Fitz grumbled as they rode gently through the verdant countryside toward the castle.

      Grace had sent her thirty best land fighters ahead and strategically placed the rest of her men along the path to the city.

      “Stop yer complainin’,” Innis said as he pulled alongside on a huge grey mare. The horses seemed so much bigger in Scotland. Like her people, they were hardy and thick.

      The trip took several hours; the pirates, unaccustomed to horses, needed constant breaks to rub at their asses.

      Dismounting in front of a full battery of guards, Quinn and Innis nodded to the captain of the guard.

      “We are part of Captain O––”

      “We ken who ya are,” the guard said in English. “Do enna of ya speak English?”

      Quinn nodded. Most of the new world could speak passable English now––something that hadn’t been true when she’d first boarded the Malendroke. It had taken her three years to get the men conversant in a language they all thought was ugly and probably short-lived. After all, none of the rules of the damn language made any sense.

      “Good. The queen will see yer captain at dinner. Until then, ya will remain outside the castle. There are excellent taverns at the bottom of the hill, but I’m guessin’ ya already ken that.”

      Innis took a step forward but Quinn stopped him with an outstretched arm.

      “We’re not here fer yer fine whiskey or pretty women. We’ve come at the behest of a queen who doesn’t trust many of her kinsmen. There is no need to be rude unless ya wish to later see what the fightin’ Irish look like. Ya might not like what ya see. Do ya ken what I mean?”

      The guard locked eyes with Quinn as every man standing laid their hands on their swords.

      “That will be quite enough,” came the voice of reason from a tall man with a greying goatee.

      “Excuse my overexuberant men,” he said, bowing. “It is a very dangerous world for my queen, and few outsiders can be trusted.”

      “Seems to me,” Innis interjected, “that even fewer insiders can be trusted, or we wouldn’t be here.”

      Quinn reached out and set her hand on Innis’s shoulder to stay him. She and Innis had not always seen eye to eye, but they had become close mates over the years, which was why he allowed her to physically restrain her now.

      “It is good the queen has loyal men such as yerself,” she said. “I believe we will take yer advice and make use of those taverns. Our captain will be up shortly.”

      The secretary cocked his head at Quinn. “Odd she didna come wi’ ya.”

      “Not really. Ya see, she trusts us.” With that, Quinn took the men back down the hill for whiskey, women, and food.

      

      “I think about you almost every day,” Young Mary said when Quinn was finally alone with her. “You asked me all those years ago if I had ever been seduced by a woman. I had, of course, but never by one with such a soft and experienced mouth as yours. I have since been seduced by a few others, but none as astute a lover as you.”

      Quinn smiled gently, her hand lightly caressing Young Mary’s hair. “It is easy to be loving and caring when the woman receiving your affection is so soft and sweet.”

      After their first meeting six years ago, Quinn and Mary had met again three years later when Grace delivered some goods as well as some important news to the queen. Quinn and Young Mary had enjoyed another three days in bed together. It had been a wonderful time, full of gentle loving and ribald fucking.

      What Quinn had discovered in her travels was that all women wanted—what they truly desired—was passion, intimacy, and affection. Lots of affection. It appeared to Quinn that the man’s genitals, ugly as they were, were only a priority to men. Women needed them not at all and, if she were to be frank, climaxed best with the use of a tongue.

      She had been instrumental in teaching many of her mates this singular fact, and to a one they reported back with amazement how much they had pleased whatever wench they had bedded. Quite suddenly, Quinn had become the love guru of the crew, often fielding questions about sex, love, and marriage.

      Quinn had taught Fiona how to use her tongue to please Quinn, but Becca needed no such tutelage. Becca was a consummate lover, open and wild while Fiona, true to her station, was more reserved, more precise.

      Young Mary had been somewhere in between. Now older and more experienced at twenty-four, the lady-in-waiting was eager to begin where they had left off three years ago, when she had been eager to show Quinn what all she had learned in their time apart.

      “Three years is a long time, Callaghan. You still talk with such sweet words, but I am afraid I am in love with another.”

      “A woman?”

      Young Mary shook her head. “Actually, no. He is a young page who has caught my fancy.”

      Pulling Mary into her embrace, Quinn felt slightly disloyal to the two women she loved, even more so than she had been during her brief affair with Sayyida, the Moroccan pirate to whom she had been attracted and with whom she had even shared a kiss. Maybe it was because this whole event was yet another ruse. Maybe she just wasn’t who she had been six, five, four years ago when she bedded any woman she wanted. Maybe at the end of the day Quinn was tiring of all of the duplicity and shell games. It was exhausting constantly remembering why she was really here, who she truly was, and which woman loved her for whom she really was. This was not a social visit. It was calculating and manipulative.

      She only hoped Young Mary didn’t feel it. At least, not now. It was imperative to get her to believe that there was a potential wedding plan, even though Young Mary knew Quinn was a woman. That fact had remained a secret in the Scottish court, much to Quinn’s surprise, but then, even a handmaiden of the queen had certain boundaries she was expected to adhere to.

      “You get more beautiful every time I see you,” Quinn said, lightly touching Mary’s face.

      Mary pulled away, blushing. “There you go with that sweet Irish brogue of yours, trying to seduce me into yet another romp with you, you silver-tongued devil.”

      Quinn looked left, then right. “Speaking of which––”

      “No, silly thing. She is just outside the door in meetings. Your arrival has put her both at ease and on the pins. Tonight. I must see you this eve. There is much to tell you, but not here. The walls have eyes and ears.”

      Taking Young Mary’s face in her hands, Quinn gazed deeply into those innocent blue eyes staring back at her.

      Her heart sank.

      Young Mary did not deserve to be used like a pawn in this game of monarchy madness. Nobody did. She was a sweet, kind woman who, though loyal servant to her queen, still deserved a life outside of the queen’s chambers –– a life that was now being played like the lowest piece on the board.

      It hurt Quinn’s soul.

      “What is it?” Mary asked, stepping away. “Your eyes seem so sad.”

      “Who is this young Scotsman you fancy, sweet Mary? Some young pup you have eyes for?”

      A slow blush crept over Mary’s cheeks. “He is just a page, but he comes from a noble family who... why on earth are you inquiring?”

      Quinn sat down on a wooden bench and patted it for Mary to join her. “Because you are a beautiful woman, a passionate woman, and though I do not doubt you think of me, I am quite certain that someone sits in the seat of your heart. I wish to know of all of the players on the board.”

      Mary bowed her head as she grinned softly. “No one speaks to me as you, Callaghan. I can barely understand half of what you say most of the time.”

      “And does he know? Does he fancy you as well?”

      “Aye. That he does. But his first duty, as is mine, is to our queen. Now is not the time for dalliances at court. Now is not the time for me to want anything or anyone for myself.”

      Taking Mary’s hand, Quinn turned it over and kissed her palm. “Actually, sweet Mary, now is precisely the time for a dalliance, and though I believe you might find what I am about to propose as mad, I need you to hear me out.”

      

      The queen of Scotland was a beautiful young woman with eyes like a hawk and a bearing like no other. If possible, being pregnant made her even more captivating. Her blue-grey eyes pierced the small cadre of Irishmen Grace had assembled for a meeting with the Scottish queen.

      “Yer Majesty looks healthy,” Grace said, bowing.

      Mary smiled the smile of a young girl. “You are too kind, Grace O’Malley. I look fat. This bairn must be a healthy boy as he doubles in size daily. I think he demands that I force food down my gullet.” Mary laid her hand on her large belly. “I try not to fear for his safety, but I do.” Mary glanced around her great room in Holyrood Palace, her home at one end of the great expanse that was Edinburgh Castle. It was a much cozier home than the chambers in the castle, and though it was built in the twelfth century, Mary had added her own flourishes and made it as quaint as she could.

      She had archery butts erected so she could practice shooting. The world over knew of Mary’s penchant for riding, hunting, and gamesmanship. She had made the monster of a palace her own and treated all within its walls as company or family—including the Irish pirates, who had come at least once a year bearing gifts from foreign lands. Quinn had only been able to partake in one of these excursions, but she had heard tales from the men about the hospitality they received at Mary's hands.

      “The queen requests your men to be present outside the chambers when she is having the bairn. Under no circumstances are you to allow anyone entrance.” A short, ugly, hunchbacked man delivered his direction as a husband might.

      Quinn blinked as the man left, lowered her voice, and whispered, “Where is her husband?”

      Innis lowered his voice as well. “Her husband, Lord Darnley, disagrees with us bein’ here. He feels we could be aidin’ Elizabeth. As ya can well imagine, he and David Rizzio, her paramour, do not get along because there is some... uh...tension between the two men in regards to Mary’s attention.”

      Quinn finally turned to him. “I have heard the rumors bantered about since we arrived. Is Rizzio really the babe’s father?” It seemed ill conceived of Mary to have bedded her private secretary only to become pregnant by him, but who was Quinn to second-guess the decisions of royalty? They appeared to make their way in a world governed by a completely different set of rules.

      “Kieran Callaghan, is that you?” Mary leaned her nearly six-foot-tall frame over and squinted.

      Quinn stood up straight as if caught stealing. “Aye, Your Majesty. It is I.”

      Mary smiled. “How long has it been?”

      “Three years, Your Majesty.”

      “And do we look any older?”

      “Not even a moment’s breath, Your Majesty. You are, even as you carry the heir, as beautiful as ever.”

      Mary stepped closer to Quinn. “I understand that you were in charge of the ship that found my men’s heads in the chests.”

      Quinn nodded.

      “My heart is heavy that my people were so abused. I cannot believe my cousin would ever sanction such a horrific act.”

      Quinn said nothing.

      “I trust your people are doing all they can to uncover the people who perpetrated such an act.”

      “We are, Your Majesty. It was imperative we reach you before you received erroneous news about what has happened.”

      “Oh piffle, Callaghan. You ken as well as I that I would never have believed such poppycock. Still, I am very pleased that they have been returned. Semi-returned.”

      “We have an issue, Your Majesty. In order to help you contain these issues, the captain has decided to send a rumor to the masses to explain why we are here.”

      Mary threw her head back and laughed. “Your captain has explained to me about your impending nuptials with my Mary. Already word is spreading like wildfire though the court. That should keep the curious at bay. I won’t, of course, give anything away, and as far as anyone else might ken, you and your crew have come here to ask my permission. Suffice to say, you and I shall have a private chat later about what needs to be done to keep the people focused on the wedding and not on the rest of what is going on around us.”

      Quinn bowed. “As you wish.”

      Queen Mary returned her sharp eyes to the small crowd of Irish pirates standing before her. “I cannot thank you all enough for returning to Scotland to protect me and mine during this indelicate time. The Irish have proven themselves over and over to be friends and allies of this monarchy. Soon, there will be another of our family joining us, and it is our hope that Ireland is still our friend and ally when he takes the throne. Thank you all for coming. Our gratitude will show itself in many different forms, the first of which is to open a casket of our best Scottish whiskey.”

      The crowd cheered, and Mary ordered escorts to take the men back to the castle for food and some of her best whiskey.

      “Not you, Callaghan,” the queen said as Quinn turned to leave. “You must remain for that chat I mentioned.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty?”

      Mary motioned for Quinn to stand before her. “As you well ken, my young Mary is... well, often unwise. She would truly marry you if it meant my safety. She would remove to Ireland with you if I but asked. She would continue this ruse until I asked her not to. That is the kind of woman my young Mary is.”

      Quinn stood with her hands behind her back and said nothing.

      “But she is a Scotswoman. A loyal subject. She is a dear friend of mine who deserves to be happy. She kens who and what you are, as do I. I have seen you in action and ken you are of keen wit, quick thinking, and very brave. You coming here six years ago pretending to be your captain in order to save your crew was both brilliant and dangerous. I like that in a person. I like you, Callaghan, and there are not many who enjoy our respect.”

      A blanket of guilt fell across Quinn’s shoulders. While she enjoyed Mary’s respect, she worried about the ramifications of a faux wedding on Young Mary as well as yet another ruse perpetrated by her on someone she cared for.

      Would it never end?

      

      That night, as Quinn stood guard with the other land fighters, she suddenly heard the sound of popping followed by the sound of swords clanging together. Then there came a scream in the cold night air that roused everyone to their feet.

      “The queen!” Tavish yelled, knocking over a soldier who tried barring them from her apartment. “All hands! All hands! We’ve been attacked!”

      Another soldier stepped in. Then another.

      Quinn looked to Kwame, who nodded and joined the fray, his short sword sparking as it clashed with another.

      “What is bloody hell is going on?” Quinn yelled to Tavish as she withdrew her short sword.

      “There must be a plot afoot to kill Rizzio, the queen’s lover! The queen’s guards, her cabinet, even her closest friends are tryin' to rid him from her life!”

      “With murderers?”

      Tavish did not have time to reply as he barely managed to avoid being punched in the face.

      With no room for swinging swords in the small hallway, Quinn, Kwame, and Tavish punched, kicked, and fought their way through the hallway in an effort to reach her door. Quinn had her hands full with a barrel-chested guard who landed a punch on her cheek before pulling out a dagger. She barely managed to turn her head in time. The dagger cut through her cheek, which was far better than her neck.

      A fist shot out of the darkness, hitting the Scot in the temple. He crumpled like a bag of dirt dropped from a wagon.

      Tavish.

      One of the first things Quinn had learned about the broad-shouldered Scotsman all those years ago was that he could knock a man out with a single punch. A single punch.

      The man went down upon contact, as all men did when their faces met his fist, spraying blood.

      “Yer bleedin’,” Tavish said, handing Quinn a dirty handkerchief.

      Quinn wiped her face off. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

      And so it went.

      They fought their way to the queen’s private dining room, where Rizzio, the queen’s secretary, lover, and probable father of her unborn infant lay at the foot of the stairs, dead from many, many stab wounds.

      “Jesus, lad, this does not bode well,” Tavish muttered. “Rizzio was detested by most, but none hated him more than the queen’s husband, Lord Darnley. This is goin’ to muddy the waters fer sure.”

      The Irishmen leapt over him and ran up the stairs to find the queen standing at the window, pale, shaking, and held still at knifepoint by two men Quinn had not seen before. She had no idea how they had gotten in.

      “Come any closer, and she’ll wind up like her filthy lover.”

      “Lord Ruthven,” Tavish began. Quinn raised an eyebrow—Tavish clearly knew more about Scottish noblemen than she had anticipated. “While a bold move, it is foolish to harm the queen while O’Malley’s men are nearby.” Tavish continued to move away from Quinn. “No one can help Rizzio now, but we can help the queen’s men find his killer.”

      Quinn widened her eyes, feigning shock. “Tavish, they... they killed him. Why?”

      “Not they, lad. No doubt the queen’s husband is behind this. He is probably tryin’ to bring Mary to heel.”

      Outside the window, Quinn heard a growing crowd who must have also heard the queen’s earlier screams, loud that they were.

      Movement from the corner made Kwame draw a second short sword while Quinn pressed the cloth to her cheek with one hand while withdrawing a throwing dagger from her thigh sheath with the other.

      The room was terribly crowded with friend and foe alike. The acrid smell of death hovered in the air like a specter.

      The man who was moving from the darkness of the corner was none other than Lord Darnley, the queen’s husband. What his role was in this mess Quinn had no idea, though she knew they would discover soon enough. But at this moment, all they could do was save the queen from Lord Ruthven, who held a bloody knife upon her person.

      “Take another step and I’ll gut her like a fish and kill both her and the bastard she carries within her unfaithful belly.”

      When Tavish was far enough away from Quinn to split Ruthven’s attention, she knew she had but one chance to strike and strike well.

      In one smooth motion, Quinn threw her throwing knife underhanded as hard as she could toward Ruthven. It was the most calculated and riskiest attack she had ever perpetrated, but she knew he was not bluffing. He had what Grace called dead man’s eyes, and that meant he was just as big a risk to Mary as he said he was.

      End over end it flew toward him, narrowly missing two others who stood fighting knife to knife.

      Her dagger found purchase in Ruthven’s shoulder and rocked him back just enough for Tavish to leap upon him, push the throwing blade aside, and crush his face in with that massively meaty fist of his. Bones crunched beneath the strength of that fist.

      Yanking the queen away from the dying grasp of Ruthven, Quinn ushered her out and down the stairs, where Grace and the rest of their men were busy fighting friend and foe alike.

      “Bloody hell, Callaghan, it’s about time. I was gettin’ worried.” Grace parried a blow before driving her sword into a man’s chest.

      Blood splattered the walls while the clanging of metal against metal reverberated through the long hallway. It was too difficult to tell who was on what side, so Quinn hurriedly escorted Lord Darnley and Mary out of the palace and headed, at the queen’s bequest, to the infamous Dunbar Castle in East Lothian.

      Even pregnant and shaken, Mary rode as hard as any of the men. When they finally arrived, she had collected her wits about her enough to begin ordering her men to back down and let Grace’s men take over.

      “I will not have Scots killing Scots if we can avoid it,” she proclaimed.

      Quinn figured that was one reason the queen and Grace had gotten along so well: they both treasured the lives of their people.

      So Mary ordered her men to protect the castle and allowed Grace and her men to go on the offensive.

      Which they did.

      This gave Grace and her crew time to get Mary and her husband to safety, to ensconce them where they would not be harassed, and to take a breath from the turmoil and chaos caused both within and without Mary’s inner circle.

      The fight lasted less than an hour more because the rats who had come to take a bite out of Rizzio had been successful in ending his life. They scattered, and the few who were picked up were taken to the dungeons somewhere or presumably killed en route.

      Regardless of where the traitors slipped off too, Mary of Scotland was safely concealed within Dunbar for the remainder of her pregnancy, which ended less than a month later with the successful birth of a baby boy heir.

      After Mary caught her breath and grieved over the death of a man presumably her lover and father of her child, she took herself to bed and did not leave the safety of her room for another month.

      In that time, she shared with Quinn and Grace how broken her heart was over the loss of Rizzio and how he was the only person who really loved and understood her.

      “Have you ever met a man, Grace O’Malley, who just stole your heart and never gave it back?”

      Grace smiled slightly and nodded. “Aye, my friend, I have, indeed. Just recently, as a matter of fact. He came out of nowhere and landed right here.” Grace placed her hand over her heart.

      “Ah, then you ken of what I speak. He was everything to me, that man. Loved hard, lived well, and what did he get for it? It hurts me to the marrow of my bones.”

      Grace gently patted Mary’s hand. “Aye. It is that feelin’ that ya’ve known each other forever and that he fills in the pieces of ya that have gone lost or missin’.”

      And so it went.

      Mary cried for days, making Darnley angry each time. He had no sympathy for her. He had no gentle touch. Darnley was a cuckolded man, and even the death of his sexual rival hadn’t changed his dour demeanor.

      “That man is troublesome,” Grace whispered to Quinn one night while they stood outside in the garden. “He looks right through her.”

      “He doesn’t see her, Grace. Only her power.”

      “And that makes him a dangerous man... a dangerous man, indeed.”

      Grace and her men remained ever vigilant during that month after the baby was born, fending off a couple of attacks and engaging in a few light skirmishes, but other than that, they spent a good deal of time playing cards, drinking, and whoring around with the local wenches. Although many a wench found an interest in Quinn, she chose instead to play cards and gamble. The last thing she needed on her plate was another woman.

      A week after the child was born, Grace took the crew to the seas, leaving Quinn and Tavish at Dunbar to oversee the safety of Mary’s son, James, born on the nineteenth of June, 1566. He was a healthy babe, to be sure, and Mary fairly glowed upon gazing at him.

      Lord Darnley, not as much. It had become evident to both Quinn and Tavish that there was no love lost between Darnley and Mary, and she seldom allowed him into her chambers. Mary’s orders were to protect James at the cost of Darnley’s life, if need be, and hers as well if it should come to that.

      “I am not of the same mind as the queen,” Tavish said to Quinn one morning when they were breaking fast. “Mary is the most important figure in Scotland. We will not sacrifice her to save a baby that will be dead two moments after her heart stops beatin’.”

      Quinn bit into a drumstick. “Grace believes that Mary’s life would be safer if he were gone. What do you think?”

      “I think Grace O’Malley can spot danger long before it sees her, and if she thinks he needs to go, then he needs to go. This baby places even more pressure on Elizabeth and will be more of a threat to her throne than just her cousin. Succession would go to the child, perhaps forever takin’ Scotland from Elizabeth’s reach.”

      “You’re worried.”

      Tavish nodded. “Elizabeth may be ruthless, but it is nothin’ compared to the men she surrounds herself with.”

      “Do ya think Grace left us with enough men to watch him?”

      Tavish grinned. “Aye, she did. Just before she left, she gave me a bag of coin and told me to buy some men I kenned could be trusted. All those men in the hallways? Friends of mine from way back.”

      Quinn stared down at her half-eaten food. “A month more is a long time, Tavish. Already I yearn fer home.”

      Tavish stopped eating and made eye contact with her. “That’s why love is the endin’ emotion of a pirate’s life. Once a woman has her grips in ya, it becomes harder and harder to be away. To be honest with ya, lad, I am a wee bit surprised yer still on the captain’s ship.”

      When Tavish went back to eating, Quinn blew out a heavy sigh. “They have both accused me of lovin’ Grace more than them, Tavish. Could that possibly be true?”

      It took some time for Tavish to answer. He chewed slowly and deliberated even more. “Grace is a commandin’ person, lad. Her men follow her because of her presence and the power she represents. Ya do love her. I daresay we all do. But she isna why ya keep comin’ back to the ship.”

      “No?”

      “No. Yer in love with the life, Callaghan. The pirate’s life. Grace happens to be at the helm of that life. It makes sense that she plays such a big part in yer life. In all of our lives. Ya canna have it both ways. Yer either a land lover or yer a pirate.”

      Quinn pushed the drumstick around on her plate. “But you’re not a pirate, and you manage both.”

      Tavish threw his head back and laughed. “Lad, I gave up the land life the moment I set foot on her ship. It is the price we all have to pay.”

      There was no price to pay in that month they waited for Grace to return from her duties to Ireland. Life went about quietly. There were no rebellions to quell, no conspiracies to put down. There was just a woman and her infant son. So by the time Grace returned for them, the babe was fat and healthy, Mary was calmer, and everything appeared to be stable.

      “Captain,” Quinn said the night before Grace and the crew were to leave for the return trip to Ireland. “What is it that binds you to this monarch?”

      Grace stared out over the luscious gardens, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet as she did when on the deck of the ship. “I was wonderin’ when ya’d ask. As ya know, Callaghan, Mary lived in the French court fer most of her young life. My father, Black Oak, did much business with the French when I was a young girl. One day, I strayed too far from the docks and found a little girl cryin’. It was Mary. She was saddened by havin’ no friends. So I befriended her. Everra time we came to the Calais, there she was, waitin’ fer me. Oh, we had such a grand time together playin’. She never let me call her princess or Majesty or ennathin’ but Mary.” Grace’s voice trailed off.

      “What happened?”

      Grace smiled softly. “She became queen of Scotland.”

      “But... how did she not know that I wasn’t you when I masqueraded as such?”

      “Mary hadn’t seen me fer almost twenty years, and when we were children, I did not go by Grace on land.”

      Finally, as if someone has turned up a lantern, Quinn stared at her. “No. Don’t tell me––”

      She nodded. “Aye, Callaghan. I have been where ya are... where ya were when ya first came to me.”

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

      “I don’t owe ya or ennaone enna explanations, Callaghan. One doesn’t run around tellin’ everraone they are friends with the queen of Scotland.”

      Quinn nodded. “That I understand, sir, but being ‘friends’ with Mary––”

      “Means bein’ enemies of the queen of England. Aye. It is my childhood friend I protect now, and she needs me more than she did when we were little girls.”

      Quinn’s mouth moved but no words came out.

      Grace chuckled at Quinn’s shock. “When we came to Scotland six years ago, and Mary and I reconnected, that girlish friendship deepened, and we had many talks about the fate of our countries. We understand each other, Callaghan. Bein’ understood in this life rarely happens.”

      Quinn thought she understood what Grace was getting at. Maybe she did not. “The queen of England has just been poked in the eye with the birth of James, and we both know it is only a matter of time before she strikes back.”

      As for the queen of Connacht, she could not get out of Scotland fast enough and was a harsh taskmaster for the short voyage back to the shores of their beloved Eyre.

      Quinn knew Grace was in a hurry to return to her own young lover, a man Grace seemed deeply attached to for reasons the crew did not understand.

      But Quinn did.

      Hugh brought out the girl in Grace O’Malley. He made her laugh. He reminded her of a time when life was carefree and easy. When she looked upon him, her face appeared years younger, her bearing softer and kinder. He was a drug to her, and she ate him with a spoon.

      “The captain is certainly smitten with the young lad,” Connor whispered as he and Quinn worked the ropes. “I can’t say as I’ve ever seen her so... so...”

      “Happy?”

      “Womanly.”

      Quinn inhaled deeply. This was not a good thing. “I’ve tried to talk with her about it.”

      “Leave her be, Callaghan. The men enjoy seein’ a different side a her. I mean, look at her when she is talkin’ to him. She looks twenty years younger.”

      “Well, I fer one am glad she left him back at Rockfleet. As much as she seems to care about him, he doesn’t carry his weight, and that is never a good thing aboard a ship.”

      It would have been more romantic if Hugh was the kind of man’s man Grace truly needed, but Quinn thought him too young, too needy. Sure, he was still recovering from the shipwreck, but he was all wrong for her. Still, she seemed in love with him, and the crew would never question why. All they wanted was to beat a hasty retreat away from Scotland.

      Unfortunately, the chaos and darkness of Scotland had stowed away on board the Malendroke, because what the Irish found upon arrival was as heartbreaking as the loss of Mary’s lover, David Rizzio.

      

      When they landed at Rockfleet, they were met by an enraged land crew who all at once began yammering about Hugh de Lacy and someone doing something and and and... Quinn could barely make sense of anything they were saying because they were all talking so rapidly.

      “Everraone be still!” Connor yelled, looking to Grace for help in quieting the group.

      When Grace finally silenced them, One Eye stepped forward, bowed his head and delivered news that rocked Quinn back on her heels.

      “I dunno,” One Eye said softly. “There ain’t no easy way to say this, sir.” One Eye glanced over to Quinn, who stood wide eyed. “I’m afraid... we’re afraid... Hugh has been kilt.”

      For what felt like an eternity, Grace stood immobile, hands clenched at her sides, eyes glaring at One Eye.

      No one breathed.

      No one moved.

      Quinn cut her eyes over to Innis, who just barely managed a shrug. Then she looked at Connor, who respectfully averted his gaze.

      This was not going to go down very well. At all.

      The air around them grew thick until finally Grace managed to push out two icy words that chilled the room. “Killed. How?”

      The men of Rockfleet appeared uncomfortable as they waited for their chosen messenger to deliver the tale... a tale no one had wanted to share with their captain.

      Clearing his throat, One Eye inhaled deeply. “He was walkin’ on Achill Island, and the MacMahons of Doona Castle followed and killed him.”

      Grace bowed her head. For a moment, the men thought she might cry.

      She did not.

      Instead, when she raised her head, her eyes flashed with an anger Quinn had never before seen from Grace, and she had seen the captain in many, many angry moods before. “So he was murdered.”

      One Eye nodded. “Aye, sir. That he was.”

      “Hunted like an animal and murdered.”

      One Eye nodded again.

      “I see.” Grace cracked the knuckles on both hands. “And why would ennaone kill a man just walkin’?”

      One Eye cast a slow glance over to Quinn as if asking for help. “Because he belonged to ya?”

      Grace slowly nodded. “Aye. And we can best guess it was Elizabeth, Richard, or Deputy Sidney who had my man killed.” When no one replied, Grace said, “Give me a moment. We shall gather in the main hall to discuss what our next step is.” Turning to the men, she dismissed them. “Callaghan.”

      Quinn slowly turned. “Yes, sir?”

      “Go to yer woman and her babe. It is times like these when we realize how precious little life we have left. Take a moment to love them both, because after that moment of life we will be wadin’ in long moments of death. Long, long moments.” Grace glanced up at the rest of the crew. “Ya rat bastards have two days to see yer families and loved ones. After that, avengin’ Hugh’s death will be the only goal until we complete it.”

      Quinn felt the heated ire rising in Grace as her pupils, barely pinpricks, zeroed in on her. “Captain? Sure ya don’t wish fer us all to remain here with ya?”

      Grace shook her head. “I’m goin’ after the MacMahons soon enough, Callaghan, but the resta ya need to love yer loved ones.”

      “But––”

      “It’s not a request, Callaghan.” As Grace walked off the ship, Quinn could only stare at her.

      “Ya canna go, lad,” Tavish whispered from behind Quinn. “Ya might be the only person capable of bringin’ her back.”

      “Back?”

      “Back from the grips of the bloodlust flowin’ through her veins. She isna gonna shake this off none too quickly, and the chill comin’ off her could freeze a glacier.”

      “Tavish is right.”

      Turning, Quinn blinked as Innis approached. “She’s smarter than that.”

      Tavish shook his head. “Smarts has nothin’ to do with it, lad. Rage I understand. Yellin’ I understand. But that response? That worras me and it ought to worra ya as well.”

      Quinn glanced over her shoulder once more at Grace. She seemed both bigger and smaller in stature as she ordered men to bring up the weapons.

      “She is liable to do somethin’ that could affect us all, Callaghan, and ya may be the only one who can get her to listen to reason.”

      Returning her gaze to Innis, Quinn nodded. She could not disagree with him on that point at all, but she was unsure if her words would have impact on the woman. “She’ll go after the MacMahons fer sure.”

      “Aye. That, she will. That she will. And she will kill everra last one of them if she can. Men, women, and children—she intends to scorch the earth.”

      Quinn shook her head. Revenge against those who offended you was acceptable clan practice. Going beyond that could start a war nobody would win. “She’ll not kill women and children, but destroyin’ the menfolk of the clan? Aye.”

      “I’ve sailed and fought with the captain long enough, Callaghan,” Innis said, “to know when to cover her and when to give her room. Now is no time fer the latter. Ya can’t go.”

      Quinn turned to watch Grace barking more orders down on the dock. Everything about her seemed different. Even her voice had a sharper-than-usual edge to it. This type of revenge could go wrong in so many ways. “Can ya put her off? Just one more night. That’s all I’m askin’. Get her drunk. Give her a reason to not fight. Ennathin’ to give me a moment to check on my lady.”

      Innis and Tavish exchanged questioning glances.

      “I suppose we could try, but I have never heard that tone of voice from her.”

      Tavish tapped a finger to his chin. “If yer thinkin’ aboot goin’ and comin’ back, ya need to take a coupla fellas with ya. Ya willna have time to fight or take detours.”

      Quinn shook her head. “Ya all ride like old women. I’ll be faster alone.”

      Innis nodded, his eyebrows knitted together. “He’s right, Callaghan, but if ya go it alone, ya have to get back before midday.”

      Quinn thought about her conversation with Robert. If she was going to disappear from Fiona’s life, it would be on her terms, not his. “Right. Look, if ya have to go without me, leave word with Becca and I’ll join ya as soon as I can.”

      “Lad, ya canna be late. If she goes off and starts killin’ other clan members, we will have a battle on our hands many will nae walk away from.”

      Inhaling deeply, Quinn bowed her head and thought hard about her decision. “I have some loose ends to tie up at the castle, boys. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Aye. Then off with ya. We’ll handle it from here.”

      Grabbing her bundle of clothes, and then thinking better of it, Quinn started down the plank. She would go as the pirate she was, as the person she was. She would not let Robert dictate to her regardless of his threats. Take Fiona away? There was no place he could take her that she wouldn’t find her. Go to England? So what? So far, as a pirate, she had never let anyone but Grace tell her what to do or how to live.

      She wasn’t about to start now.

      “And Callaghan?”

      She half-turned.

      “If Hugh was truly murdered, that can only mean one thing.”

      A tense moment passed until Quinn stated the obvious: “We’re all in danger, and not from our own folk.”

      “Aye. That we are, mate. That we are.”

      

      Quinn rode harder than she’d ever ridden in her life –– partly because of her desire to be with Fiona again and partly because of her concern for Grace’s state of mind.

      Grace O’Malley had fallen hard for the young Hugh de Lacy. Quinn could see that even if the other crew members could not. She’d nursed him back from the brink of death only to lose him to some foolish clan for some as of yet unknown reason.

      This had all the markings of that damned governor—or worse, Queen Elizabeth. Quinn feared the freedoms the Gaelic world held were quickly slipping away as Elizabeth pressed forward with her cabinet’s notion of colonizing her beloved Ireland, and the best way to do that was to pit clan against clan.

      The best way to keep Grace O’Malley off the seas was to take something from her, and they had.

      Why else would the MacMahons incur the wrath of a notorious pirate who feared no man, no law, no monarch? Why would they have gone after her man and not after her? Were they trying to provoke her to start something? Trying to goad her into making the wrong decision or going down the wrong path?

      There had to be a reason for Hugh’s death, and Quinn vowed to do all she could to unearth the truth before Grace O’Malley started the bloodletting of her own people––something no one ever thought she would do, yet here she was, going after the MacMahons.

      When Quinn rode up to the castle, she immediately inquired if the master was home.

      He was not.

      The guards let her in, and before she knew it, she was in Fiona’s arms. “I am here, my love.”

      Fiona nodded, still holding Quinn to her. “For how long?”

      Quinn pulled away. “Not long. Grace’s man was killed. Murdered. She––” Quinn locked eyes with Fiona. “She wants blood. Lots of it. I may be the only one who can keep her from going on some murderous rampage, but I had to come see you.”

      “That is awful. Poor Grace. She must be devastated. I... I cannot imagine how I would react if anything were to happen to you.”

      Quinn inhaled, the truth of their journey together on the tip of her tongue. “You needn’t worry so much, my love. I am a pirate and death is just part of the life.”

      “Do not say as much, my love. It breaks my heart.”

      “I am afraid his death has broken hers. She was smitten with the young lad in a way I have never seen. Her grief may drive her to do things that would be unadvisable at this moment. I wish I could stay, but I just came to see you before we go after the men who killed him.”

      “You are going after other Irishmen? I thought Grace was against such an act.”

      “She is, but she is heartbroken and believes this might be politically motivated. New rules are afoot.”

      Fiona laid her palm on Quinn’s cheek “There’s not much you wouldn’t do for her, is there?”

      “Not anything, no. I’m a little afraid for her. She was in love with that boy. I... I can only imagine what it must feel like to have a lover ripped away like that.” She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth.

      Fiona inhaled deeply. “Loving a pirate is not easy.”

      Quinn glanced away. “I don’t imagine it is. But how would you feel about loving this pirate right here and now?”

      Crawling on all fours across the bed, Quinn kissed Fiona long and deep, her hands roaming all over Fiona’s body, through her hair, across her huge breasts, until finally resting between her open thighs.

      “God, how I have missed you,” Fiona murmured as Quinn kissed her neck, her shoulders, and her upper chest before sucking on her nipples.

      Looking up, Quinn smiled slightly, her fingers delicately stroking Fiona’s engorged clit. “Was it me you missed, or this?”

      Fiona gasped as Quinn entered her. “Both?”

      The answer made Quinn chuckle as she went on to please Fiona three times before laying her head on Fiona’s chest, spent, weary, but quite at home.

      “You should teach men how you do what you do,” Fiona whispered, wrapping her arms tightly around Quinn. “Men from all over would pay handsomely to do to women what you do, and women would be forever grateful.”

      “It doesn’t work as well as you’d hope. Men do not understand a woman’s body. Not at all. We might as well be sheep for all they care.” Quinn felt her eyelids get heavy.

      Running her fingers through Quinn’s hair, Fiona kissed the top of her head. “I am blessed to have you for a lover, Callaghan. Forgive me when I wish it was more than that.”

      “More?” Quinn’s voice was deep and tainted with exhaustion. “I wish that were so as well, but I am afraid...”

      “Yes, my love. More. I cannot help but wish, at times of great weakness, that I was married to you.”

      “Married...” Quinn’s foggy mind, clouded by encroaching sleep, grasped only a few of Fiona’s words as Robert’s warnings overtook them. “Marriage,” she muttered again, half asleep. “There’s... that...”

      And before she could finish, she was fast asleep.

      

      “Engaged to be wed? Have you completely lost your head?” Fiona marched back and forth in the clearing outside the castle walls. Her cheeks were flushed and the veins on her neck protruded. “Married to a woman? And a Scotswoman no less?”

      “Fiona, please calm down.”

      “Calm down? Callaghan, you come and go as you please. I tolerate your other mistress because not to do so would make me a hypocrite. I suspect you bed many other women from port to port, yet I wait patiently for you to come home, to my bed, to me... only to hear you have allowed those two bitch queens to use you as a pawn in their political schemes? And you allowed that?” Fiona stopped her pacing. “Is there anything Grace O’Malley could ask of you that you’d have the guts to say no to?”

      “That’s not fair, Fio––”

      “Fair?” Fiona fairly spat the word out and continued her pacing. “Don’t talk to me about fair, Quinn Gallagher. Sharing you with Becca is one thing. Sharing you with whores in foreign ports is one thing. But if you think I am going to tolerate you marrying another woman? Then you do not know me at all. At. All.”

      Quinn stared, speechless.

      Fiona flicked her long hair over her shoulder. “I see by that look on your face that you are, in fact, surprised by my reaction to this news.” Fiona shook her head. “There are times when you are more like a man than a real man could ever be.”

      Quinn shook her head and spread her hands out. “It is not a real marriage. I have a pl––”

      “Did you or did you not propose to this poor girl?”

      Quinn bowed her head. “Well, not really. You see, we had to discuss it and––”

      “Of course you did. You did because Grace O’Malley asked you to. You did because the only woman you are completely committed to is that captain of yours. There are times, my love, when I wonder if you aren’t in love with her.”

      Quinn’s head jerked up. “Now hold on there. You know I am not in love with Grace. She is my captain and my friend and yes, there is little I wouldn’t do for her if she asked me and even more I would do for her if she didn’t. My loyalty is with her and Ireland.”

      “And this strumpet lady-in-waiting you are bedding.” Fiona rounded the corner of the rose garden. “And do not tell me you haven’t, because I know you did. How else did this ridiculous idea come up if that door hadn’t been open in the first place?”

      Quinn shook her head. “You make it sound as if this was some sort of parlor dalliance. It is not. We’re talking about the life of a queen. A woman––”

      “Who is not your queen. A woman who is not your lover. We are talking about Grace O’Malley and Mary of Scotland using you to hide their agenda. And you fell for it. You knowingly walked into the lion’s den while they held open the door.”

      “They are not using me.”

      “Of course they are! You’re too blinded by loyalty to see it.”

      Quinn felt her anger boiling. “Perhaps you do not fully appreciate the danger Mary is in.”

      Fiona shook her head, her eyes ablaze in anger. “Nor do I care. I just wish you didn’t as well. She is not our queen, Callaghan. She is not any of our business.”

      Quinn tugged at a pink rose. “If Scotland falls to Elizabeth, we are next. Our way of life is already in danger, so in a very big way, it is our business!”

      “You say that because it gives you a reason to carry on with this... this... Scotswoman.”

      “I am not carrying on with her. I am merely trying to help a queen who may very well stand between us and that madwoman Elizabeth. I don’t know about you, Fiona, but I am not interested in being an English subject.”

      “And what’s so awful about that? England is powerful, rich––”

      Quinn started backing away. “My god, he’s gotten to you, hasn’t he? He’s filled your head with all of this England is a great place to live talk, hasn’t he?”

      “Who? Robert?”

      “Yes, Robert.”

      “Robert is a man of the world, Callaghan, and yes, he believes that Ireland might be better protected under Elizabeth’s reign, but he is not trying to convince me about England.”

      Quinn held her hand up. “Say no more, Fiona. If you cannot see the very real threat of Elizabeth’s England, then we must agree to disagree, and you can just continue to follow your husband and his disloyal self to sniff the skirts of the queen of England, because that is exactly what is happening.” Quinn knew exactly where she was heading with this, and it was with a heavy heart that she let her words fly like daggers from her mouth.

      “So you choosing to hide behind another monarch’s petticoats is one thing, but when my husband sides with Elizabeth’s riches and military might, I’m some sort of untrustworthy Irish woman?”

      “That comment is unworthy of us both.” Turning, Quinn started for the barn. “I cannot stay and talk in circles, Fiona. You have made it very clear that you choose your husband and England over me and Ireland. Perhaps it is time we both examined just what that means to us both.”

      Fiona followed her to the barn. “That’s where you’re wrong, Callaghan. The choice isn’t about England or Ireland or you and Robert. Someday, when you have to choose between me or Grace, the wrong decision is going to cost you.”

      Whirling around, Quinn stared hard into Fiona’s face. “It would appear it already has.”

      

      The entire ride back had me regretting my final words to her. She was both right and wrong. I hadn’t seen my faux proposal as disloyal to a married woman. Truth to tell, I still don’t. Had Fiona been willing to hear me out, she would have learned that it was all a ruse just to keep the tongues wagging and the Scottish people from wondering why an Irish pirate continued landing at the dock. As it was, we both said things we might wish we hadn’t said.

      So as I rode back from Blackrock Castle, I knew there was one woman who could help me make sense of it all. I rode straightaway to the tavern where Becca worked.

      As always, she was so happy to see me. Her face lit up and she peppered me with a hundred kisses. She did not chastise me for not coming directly to her. She knew where I would go first, and yet there she was, just happy and joyful to be with me again.

      She deserves so much better than me.

      I can see that now. All along, this tavern wench had always felt she was somehow beneath me, but the truth was, I am not good enough for her.

      Maybe I never was.

      Still, she knows me well enough to see I was troubled, so we sat beneath a tree while I told her of my argument with Fiona.

      For her part, she listened silently until I was done. When I finished, she kissed both my hands before laying her palm on my cheek.

      “Oh Callaghan, I wish I could lie to you and say something that would make you feel better or be supportive, but I can’t. She’s right about you often being like a man. Any woman can see what is happening here, but you seem to want to focus on this having to do with loyalty to Grace and Ireland and no woman will find that loyalty to another woman, even one as great as Grace, an admirable quality.”

      I stared blankly at her. Had I been pretending to be a man for so long that I no longer thought like a woman? “Why not?”

      Becca chuckled. “We are jealous creatures who wish to come first in all things. In all things, my love. Fiona is jealous of Grace’s connection to you. She knows she comes second to that and we do not fare very well coming in second.”

      I blinked. “Jealous? Of Grace?”

      Becca leaned closer, her fingers stroking my hair. “Yes, of Grace. Don’t you see? Fiona wants what we all want: for you to choose us over your blind allegiance to your captain.”

      I started to rise. “My blind all––”

      “Sweetheart, it’s true. I happen to find your loyalty to her sexy and alluring. Fiona obviously does not share my opinion. No woman wants to play second fiddle to another, yet we all do. Grace O’Malley and the crew of the Malendroke are, by necessity, your first concern. I understand that because of who I am. I live in it. Fiona does not. She wants, just once, for you to put her first.”

      “Over Grace?”

      Becca nodded. “Over Grace.”

      “Even though she must put the needs of her husband and family first?”

      “Aye, my love. And it is why the two of you must be done before you do something that causes Robert to remove her to England.”

      Becca has always been my North Star in matters of the heart, and at that moment I realized that to continue seeing Fiona would only mean to change the course of her life and send her to live in England—and that, I could not do. Gallagher is an Irish lass. She ought to be raised in Ireland.

      And there you have it.

      The first and only real thing that made all of this easier for me.

      Now I have a crisis to avert.

      

      “How is she?” Quinn asked Innis when she arrived back at Clare Island, worn, dirty, tired.

      “Sharpenin’ blades, barkin’ orders. She plans on huntin’ the MacMahons down, and she cares not who stands in her way. She’s not said a civil word to ennaone since ya left.”

      One Eye spat and nodded. “We was hopin’ ya’d be able to talk some sense into her. She won’t listen to a soul.”

      Quinn studied both men. They seemed tired. Weary. “What are ya about, fellas? Ya seem a bit off. Ya haven’t been at the taverns, have ya?”

      “Are ya kiddin’? We’ve been preparin’ fer her war. Ya gotta do somethin’, Callaghan.”

      “I might have just the thing.”

      “Truly?”

      “Aye. If Grace openly goes after them, she will set the wheels in motion that could verra well run over the rest of us.”

      “She won’t give a damn, either.”

      Quinn shook her head. “Maybe not, but trust me... if there’s ennathin’ she enjoys, it’s a well-laid plan.”

      One Eye grabbed Quinn’s arm. “We hope ya got one of them plans, Callaghan. Otherwise, she’s puttin’ targets on all our backsides.”

      Quinn started toward Grace’s chamber, but was met halfway by Tavish.

      “Laddie. Good to see ya before I go.”

      Quinn stepped back. “Is there any chance you can wait on that, my friend? Grace can help you with a ship and collecting your mercenary Highlanders easier and faster than you can shake a sword at.”

      Tavish rubbed his red beard. “Aye. I suppose she could... if she wasna out of her head with revenge. She is not thinkin’, lad. Not at all.”

      “Let me talk to her. Let’s see if maybe we can turn this tragedy into a triumph.”

      “If ya can do that, yer not a pirate––yer a magician.”

      Knocking on the door, Quinn waited. She felt her heart race beneath her chest. With sweaty palms, she waited for Grace to open the door.

      She didn’t.

      Instead, she flung it wide open and filled the doorway with her wild mane of red hair, her green eyes aflame with a combination of anger and wildness. Even Grace’s face seemed misshapen as she stood glaring. It took her a moment to recognize Quinn.

      “Callaghan, where the hell have ya been?” She waved the question away. “No matter, yer here now. Tomorrow, we go MacMahon huntin’. I am gonna kill everra last bastard. I’ll not stop until the sea turns red with MacMahon blood and I leave their legacy with nothin’. Nothin’.”

      Quinn frowned. “Sir, about that––”

      “The last crew member who tried to talk me out of it left holdin’ a bloody nose. Care to join him?”

      Quinn inhaled deeply. “May I come in?”

      “Aye, but mind yer tongue, Callaghan. I’ll not entertain enna more conversations about lettin’ the MacMahons go. Not now. Not ever.”

      Quinn sat down at the small table and motioned for Grace to sit as well.

      Snapping her fingers, Grace nodded. “Now I remember where ya went off to. Yer back too soon, Callaghan. Is everrathin’ all right with the babe?”

      “Aye. She is fine.”

      Grace waited.

      “Fiona is...”

      “Out with it, man. Is she well?”

      “She is. We argued about the marriage proposal.”

      Grace fairly leapt from her seat. “Are ya daft? Why on earth did ya tell her? She would never have been the wiser.”

      “Deceit is no longer part of our relationship, sir.”

      Grace tossed her head back and laughed. “That’s rich, Callaghan. Her husband is bein’ deceived thinkin’ yer simply a noble female. Ya started out lyin’ to her about who ya were. She also does not know how deeply ya truly care fer Becca, and she is unaware of yer other dalliances, namely the nights ya spent with Sayyida. So please, spare me the lack-of-deceit-in-yer-relationship speech. Ya told her, and now ya cannot take those words back. She threw ya out.”

      Quinn studied her folded hands and slowly shook her head. “She didn’t need to. I left before it got any worse. Besides, she’s not the problem.”

      Grace listened intently and waited for Quinn to finish. “Robert is an Englishman after all, Callaghan. Ya had to know there would come a time when he’d have to decide which side he was leanin’ toward.” She leaned closer. “Relationships end, Callaghan. Yers has ended. While it is sad fer ya, ya had to know there was never goin’ to be a happy endin’ fer ya. And now, with Deputy Sidney chargin’ around Ireland makin’ problems fer us all, Robert cannot side with the country in which he lives. Like the rest of the titled masses, he supports Elizabeth.

      “Of course I am right. Callaghan, look at what happened to my lover! He got caught up in a battle that wasn’t even his to fight. It is the way of the world. All we can really trust are those men out on the decka this ship. Ya trust ennaone else and ya might as well hand over yer sword.”

      “That sounds so dismal, sir.”

      Grace strode around, muttering to herself. Finally, she said, “But enough of this. I think I have a plan that will help us across the board.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I don’t know about yours, but mine does not include the killing of innocent people, sir. I have a plan wherein you can exact your revenge without unnecessary deaths.”

      “All of their deaths are necessary, Callaghan. It will send a verra clear message to everraone else what happens when ya attack an ally of the O’Malley’s.”

      “To do so will make the people who once loved you hate you, Captain. Is that what you want? I do not believe it is. Will you at least hear me out?”

      Grace leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. “This I have to hear. Go on, Callaghan. Tell me this plan of yers.”

      

      Four days later, on a nearby holy island of Caher, the MacMahon clan made their annual pilgrimage––a fact Quinn had shared with Grace that night in her cabin when she outlined her plan. High up on the ramparts of the castle on Clare Island, Grace and her men watched and waited.

      “I have to hand it to ya, Callaghan. I thought ya were just tryin’ to calm me down—ya know, lettin’ time cool me off. I would have cut ya loose if ya were wrong.” Grace kept the telescope to her eye. “Maybe I did cool off some, maybe I didn’t, but this plan of yers is a good one. Ya were right about the good people hatin’ me fer spillin’ Irish blood. I almost let my emotions get the best of me and go against everrathin’ I stand fer.”

      “And that would have destroyed ya, captain. We can’t have that.” Quinn looked through her own scope. “I understand yer duty to avenge Hugh’s death, sir, but nobody will understand the deaths of innocent Irishmen. Nobody.”

      Grace lowered her scope. “Ya better know what yer doin’ Callaghan, and ya better hope this planna yers works. I cannot allow others to think they can come after my people and live to tell about it.” Grace looked over her shoulder. “Innis?”

      “Aye, sir?”

      “Load the small boats. We shove off at a moment’s notice.”

      “Aye.”

      When Innis and the others left for the boats, Grace looked at Quinn. “Ya have done well, Callaghan. I may verra well owe ya my life.”

      “I couldn’t let you be predictable, sir. They were expecting you to attack. You might have led us into an ambush that could have killed us all.”

      Grace lifted an eyebrow. “I must admit. I almost let my grief get the better of me. A good captain can’t let that happen. Ever. But Callaghan, ya best learn a bit of humility when yer dealin’ with me.” She grinned. “And now it is time, Callaghan, to exact revenge on those monsters who took Hugh from me.”

      Not long after, Grace led her men in several boats to the island where the MacMahons landed, cutting off their escape route.

      “We go after the MacMahons, but no one kills the Donal but me. Ya are to hold him until I say otherwise. Are we clear on that point?”

      “Of course,” Innis said. “No women or children. No other innocent Irishmen unless they attack us.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Callaghan convinced me that would be unwise. I agree. We only want the men who hunted Hugh down. They need not have killed him. If they hunted him, they die. Enna questions?”

      No one had any.

      “Good. Happy huntin’, gentlemen.”

      After blocking the MacMahon’s escape, the crew hit the ground hard, weapons at the ready.

      “You sure this is such a good idea?” Kwame asked as he and Quinn split off from the group.

      “If we did not isolate the MacMahons, many innocent people would have been killed, and we can’t have that. Irishmen killin’ Irishmen is exactly what Elizabeth wants.”

      “Yes, but these folks are on a pilgrimage. The captain can’t really want us to kill people on a pilgrimage.”

      Quinn nodded. “She’s the queen of Connacht. A pirate. If she does not avenge his death, she will be seen as weak. Vulnerable. She can’t let that happen. We can’t let that happen.”

      “I do not see how anyone could ever think that captain weak.”

      “After today, they never will.”

      Truer words were never spoken. Grace O’Malley and her crew hunted, captured, and then killed every MacMahon who had anything to do with Hugh’s death.

      Quinn, Connor, and Tavish fought in a triangular stance that enabled them to protect each other’s backs. As the metal clanged on metal, Quinn took down several men coming at them with long pikes.

      “We get more’n one of them at a time, lad, and fightin’s gonna be tough.”

      Instead of whirling and fighting like some woman possessed, Grace was cold, methodical, and precise in dealing out death blows. One by one, she cut down the MacMahon men she knew to be responsible for going after her lover. She killed all but two of the MacMahons herself—those two had been put down by Innis and Fitz—and saved the man who drove the sword into Hugh for last.

      Quinn and the other pirates killed the rest of the clan. For her part, Quinn felt a small part of her die with every death. Killing her kinsmen was a soul-destroying experience.

      When she finally laid her hands on the Donal MacMahon who had killed Hugh, Grace held the tip of her sword to his chest as he stood glaring at her. “I understand ya were the one who killed my man.”

      The heavyset Irishman spat on the ground. “Aye, I killed him. He squealed like a girl when he knew he was a dead man. Begged fer his life, he did. Begged like the dandy man he was.”

      Quinn watched Grace carefully. The captain seemed very controlled under the circumstances, but Quinn knew better.

      “Tell me,” Grace started. “Will ya beg fer yers?”

      “Fuck you.”

      Grace pulled her sword back and with a deft and unerring swing, cut off his left arm.

      He went down on one leg screaming and staring at his bleeding stump.

      “Did Hugh sound like that, ya piece of Mac shite? Did he cry like yer cryin’ now, ya pussy?”

      “Fuckin’ bitch!”

      Just like that, Grace cut off his other arm.

      He screamed once more as his arm landed on the ground beside him.

      “Or maybe he sounded like that.” Walking up to him, Grace pulled him to his feet by the front of his jerkin. “Ya killed my man, ya arsehole, and fer that, I am goin’ to take ya piece by piece. When I am done with ya, yer people will rue the day they ever thought of crossin’ me or comin’ after mine.” With another swipe of her sword, she took off his lower leg. “And before ya die, ya filthy cur, I want ya to know I am goin’ to tear out yer heart, cook it, and force yer family to eat it.”

      She whittled him down a few more pieces before carving his heart from his chest and placing it into a leather bag.

      Quinn and the rest of the crew watched in silent horror as she walked away from the bits and pieces of the man who had killed her lover.

      “Callaghan, fetch me his wife and children.”

      Quinn’s eye bulged in revulsion. “Sir? I... I don’t think that is a wise idea.”

      “I didn’t ask ya to think, man, I told ya to get his goddamned family!”

      Quinn looked to Innis and Connor, who looked like she felt. “Help me.”

      They stared at her.

      “Get a move on, Callaghan!”

      It took Quinn under an hour to get the wife and her two daughters. She felt sick to her stomach as she led them to the small clearing where Grace waited. When all was said and done, Grace O’Malley had killed nearly two dozen men that day, leaving just the women and children alive—and the terror of those women and children was palpable.

      “Ya,” she said, pointing to the wife. “Yer alive so ya can tell everraone what happens when someone attacks the loved ones of the pirate queen. If enna Irishman wants to do England’s biddin’ by comin’ after me or those like me, they shall die by the bite of a true Irishman’s blade. Do ya understand?”

      The wife nodded.

      “Yer people took somethin’ from me that I loved. I intend on doin’ the same.”

      “B-but ya have already kilt most our men.”

      Grace stepped closer. “The killin’ was retribution fer takin’ my lover’s life. What comes next is me takin’ what yer people love.”

      The wife cried and wiped her eyes. “Ya took our men. Ya kilt them all. What... more is there fer ya to take?”

      The answer to that question, to her crew’s surprise, was the garrison and the MacMahon castle at Doona, which they took with ease.

      Grace’s men fought valiantly and in unison as they cut a wide swath through the men defending the garrison, losing only two pirates to wounds that could be healed within the week.

      When word reached the garrison a few hours later that the pirate queen and her men had killed the Macs, few stayed to defend a castle that wasn’t theirs to begin with. It was easy pickings for Grace O’Malley and her men.

      Grace O’Malley wasn’t content with just cutting down to size those who participated in Hugh’s death. No, she intended on complete and utter destruction of everything they held dear, and by taking Doona Castle as her own, she essentially forced them out of the county.

      It was as bold as it was calculated, and the entire county of Mayo was abuzz the next day about the bloody and unstoppable wrath of the pirate queen, who, if rumors were to be believed, cooked a MacMahon’s heart and ate it while sitting at his table. It was just a rumor, of course, but it was enough to make tongues wag.

      “Looks like the title ‘Pirate Queen’ is going to stick,” Kwame said as they all hunched over the meat and potatoes found in the kitchen pantry.

      “Aye,” Innis said, tearing into a piece of meat barely cooked. “If ennaone did not receive her message, they are deaf as well as blind.”

      Quinn picked at her food, her heart still heavy over her words to Fiona and the destruction of the MacMahons.

      “Laddie, if yer done pushin’ yer food ’round yer plate like a wee lass, I’d like a few words with ya outside.”

      Pushing away from the table, Quinn followed Tavish out the door.

      The castle, situated on a cliff off the Fahy Strand, was an inelegant stone structure, unimpressive and dull. The cold winds whipped upwards from the rocks, causing Quinn to wrap her jacket more tightly around her.

      “I mean to say goodbye to ya here, lad.”

      Quinn stared at him. “But I thought––”

      “I ken what ya wanted to happen, but I’m afraid yer captain has her hands full and I canna be a party to whatever else she has goin’ on in her head. I have done all I can do here and now I must return to my queen and see what I can do to help there. She needs me more than Grace.”

      “You’re afraid for her.”

      Tavish nodded. “Aye. Verra much I am. The killin’ of her lover is everra bit as dire as the captain losin’ hers, only countries may verra well go to war over Rizzio’s death. I worra fer them all.”

      “As well ya should be.” The deep voice was that of Grace O’Malley. “Mary is in grave danger. How much longer Elizabeth will allow her to sit upon the Scottish throne is ennaone’s guess. I do not know if Elizabeth has it in her to kill her own cousin, but I do know the men surroundin’ her do. If we do not help yer queen, it is only a matter of time before our old ways are absorbed by the English. If Hugh’s death has shown me ennathin’ it is the lengths the English will go to bend us to her will.”

      “Ya think the Macs kilt him because of Elizabeth?”

      Grace shook her head. “They kilt him because of that arsehole deputy. Whether or not Elizabeth ordered it makes no difference to me. This was an English manhunt, and they succeeded in baggin’ their man. Callaghan, ya were right all along. Hugh was exactly what they needed to try to get under my skin and have me act like a grievin’ and angry widow.”

      “Then ya understand why I must leave as soon as possible. Elizabeth has resorted to the lowest of tactics, and I have loved ones still in the Highlands.”

      “What I understand, Tavish, is that ya have been a steadfast member of my crew these six years and therefore are deservin’ of much more than a send-off in the darkness Ya need galloglaighs, yes? I mean, we need galloglaighs, yes?”

      He nodded.

      “Then let me help ya. We will take two of the smaller ships ’round the coast, collectin’ the glaighs fer our return to trip to Scotland.”

      “Our?”

      Grace smiled, and suddenly she seemed her old self once more. “Mary is the only thing standin’ between us and Elizabeth. Of course we’re goin’ to her aid, but we need men to fight the moment we land. I want two ships full of Scots fer our initial landin’ party. They may have to fight their kinsmen, they may not, but we’re goin’ to need the best fighters we can find and, to be honest, ya Scots know how to tear a man apart better’n ennaone.”

      “For a price,” Quinn added.

      “That’s where Tavish comes in. Collect only those galloglaighs who want a free ride back home to help their queen. Tell them Mary will pay once we arrive. All others can go to hell fer all I care. When ya have two ships full, bring them to Clew Bay, and we will leave straightaway fer Scotland.”

      Tavish bowed his head, inhaled deeply, and then raised up to look Grace in the eyes. “Thank ya, Captain.”

      “No, Tavish, thank ya. Long ago, ya were tasked with keepin’ Callaghan alive and well. To that end, ya did so. Now it is time fer ya to be repaid. I just have one question. How would ya feel about callin’ Callaghan captain?”

      “Sir?”

      “I’m givin’ the helm of those two ships to Callaghan and Innis. I trust them more than I trust my own kin. If ennaone can fill those ships with lively Scottish warriors, it’s the three of ya scalliwags. What say ya?”

      Tavish turned to Quinn, a huge grin cutting his face in half. “I say aye, Captain Callaghan. When do we set sail?”

      Quinn stood, stunned.

      She, a captain? She’d just gotten used to being a male pirate, but a captain? It was more than she had ever thought possible for a noblewoman.

      What on earth was Grace up to?

      “Callaghan? Cat got yer tongue?”

      “No sir. No. I... um... are you certain?”

      Throwing her arm around Quinn’s shoulders, Grace steered them back to the castle.

      “Never been more certain in my life. Trust me, Callaghan. I always know what I am doin’. I always have a plan.”

      

      Standing at the helm as the ship made its way out of Clew Bay, Quinn felt oddly excited.

      Not in a million lifetimes would the Quinn Gallagher of seven years ago have foreseen this: her moment of captaining a ship––and not just any ship. No, a ship belonging to the pirate queen, Grace O’Malley. It was almost too thrilling for words.

      Grace had given her first choice of first mates. She chose Tavish and Kwame, while Innis took Fitz, Connor, and One Eye. Quinn also took Murphy, the cook, even though there was no real galley or kitchen on these ships. Murphy was a huge block of a man who could fight as well as he could cook and was loyal to the cause.

      The rest of the crew was skeletal, just enough men to sail the ship. They would need the space for the galloglaighs.

      The galloglaighs.

      Now there was something you didn’t see often.

      They were the potent result of interbreeding of the Scottish Gaels with the Norse settlers who settled the Hebrides; the word meant foreign warrior... but they were so much more than that.

      Their favorite weapon was a six-foot-long, razor-sharp, double-sided battle ax called a sparth, which they would use in fights to the death. Galloglaighs seldom retreated, quit, or withdrew from any battle, even if it was clear their opponents had superior members or strength. This was what made them so fierce. They simply did not surrender.

      In return for their mercenary services, they were often granted large tracts of land, which they neither farmed nor cared for because they lived for battle.

      According to Tavish, who had briefed both ships prior to sailing, the galloglaighs were also fond of the claiomh mor, or “big sword,” along with long spears, small bows, and lethal throwing darts much like the knives Quinn wore. They were, for all intents and purposes, highly skilled killing machines who served the highest bidder and fought until death.

      With merely one and a half chests of gold, Quinn wondered just how many of the warriors they would be successful in procuring.

      “Captain, have ya gone deaf?”

      Quinn looked around for Grace before she realized Tavish was talking to her.

      “Sorry, Tavish. I was... never mind. What is it?”

      “Bonnie Doon is the first place we ought to dock. There are at least two dozen of them around the village at enna given time lookin’ fer work.”

      Quinn nodded. “Very well. Kwame, set our sails and make way to Bonnie Doon. How do you wish to proceed, Tavish?”

      Tavish stroked his chin. “Verra carefully, Captain. They’ll see us comin’, to be sure. Some will come right away to the dock lookin’ fer work. If it is all right with ya, I suggest lettin’ me do the talkin’.”

      Quinn nodded. “Very well. My Scottish is weak at best. Then let’s make our way and secure ourselves some of your finest warriors.”

      An hour later, Quinn stood next to Tavish in the village center of Bonnie Doon, a trade post known for its fine wool. The village center was bustling with merchants selling wool coats, leather boots, wine, and many other products made from Scotland. The air was crisp and damp, as was the climate of Scotland most of the time, and the people were dressed in layers for the cold.

      Quinn didn’t think she could ever get used to the weather in Scotland. Its cold had an edge to it that Ireland’s did not, so she pulled her jacket up around her neck.

      Just as Tavish had predicted, half a dozen warriors stood shoulder to shoulder, sparths in hand. Only one large fellow carried the claiomh mor, and he appeared like some behemoth from a race of giants with long red hair woven into a plait down his back.

      “Ya fellas lookin’ fer a job?” Tavish asked in Scottish.

      The large fellow with the claiomh mor took one step, the sword resting lazily on his broad shoulder. He was one of the largest men Quinn had ever seen.

      “That depends. Who’s askin’?”

      Quinn studied the giant, who was dressed in plate armor that covered his chest and right arm. Beneath the plate armor he wore a knitted garment that hung just a tad below the waistline of his belt.

      Tavish threw his shoulders back and took a step forward. “I’m askin’.”

      Quinn stood back and said nothing.

      “We come on ships of the Irish pirate queen Grace O’Malley in the name of Mary of Scotland, who is in dire need of our assistance.”

      The warrior did not attempt to hide his surprise. “And where is yer pirate queen?”

      “Collectin’ other warriors as we speak.”

      “So the Irish support Queen Mary.” It was not a question.

      “These Irish do, aye.”

      He looked past Tavish’s shoulders. “Then who is yer captain? Surely the infamous Grace O’Malley didna assign a Scotsman as captain to her crew.”

      Quinn now stepped next to Tavish. Her heart raced in her chest. “No, she did not. I am the captain. Ya can call me Callaghan.”

      The warrior frowned. “Why, yer just a wee lad.”

      The other warriors chuckled behind him and mentioned something about the absence of a beard.

      “I keep my beard off my face so when I pleasure my many women, they do not feel as if they are bein’ licked on by another hairy pussy.”

      The men erupted in laughter.

      “And Captain O’Malley is just a woman, yet she is feared nonetheless, and rightly so.”

      “Not by us.”

      Tavish shrugged. “Simply because ya’ve not fought her. If ya had, ya’d ken better. Perhaps we’re talkin’ to the wrong folks.”

      The warrior seemed to consider this. “Why would Grace O’Malley come in the name of a queen not her own? It makes no sense.”

      “Mary of Scotland is in danger from her cousin. She requested our aid, and here we are, procurin’ that aid fer our queen. Captain O’Malley sees this as an important blockade between the countries.” Tavish lifted an eyebrow as if to challenge the giant on the word our.

      “She is no queen of ours.”

      Quinn put her hand on Tavish’s shoulder and said. “We are wastin’ our time here.” With that, she signaled to her men to return to the ship.

      “Hold on. Hold on,” the giant said. “No need to be hasty. While Mary is not truly our queen, she is a Scotswoman with a great deal of wealth. What are ya payin’?”

      Tavish started to answer when Quinn interrupted him. “The queen of Scotland will pay ya handsomely upon yer return to Scotland. We are payin’ nothin’.”

      All six men stared at her a moment before erupting into laughter.

      “Come on, Tavish.” Quinn turned to leave. “There are plenty of others who will wish to reap the rewards from a queen in need.”

      “Boy, do ya even ken who we are?”

      Quinn whipped around. “Did ya just call me boy?”

      The giant nodded. “Only a boy would come to galloglaighs with his dick in his hand.”

      Quinn took her belt off and dropped it and her sword to the ground. Her men eased themselves back behind Tavish. The giant outweighed her by a dozen stones.

      “The last man who called me that ended his life without either hand. Fer ya, I’ll make an exception and let ya keep one... to hold yer dick in yer hand.”

      Tavish reached for Quinn’s shoulder to stop her. “Leave them be, Captain. There isna ennathin’ we need here. They are not really what we are lookin’ fer.”

      The giant took his enormous two-handed broadsword off his shoulder and handed it to a short, skinny man who appeared out of nowhere. He was so thin and lithe that Quinn did a double take. He was barely tall enough to hold the broadsword off the ground. “And just what are ya sayin’, Scotty?”

      Tavish took a step forward. “I’m sayin’ that by the looks of ya, yer too soft fer our needs and too greedy to be of service. We need real fighters, not gold-diggin’ mercenaries.”

      The warrior took another step. Now he and Tavish were barely six feet apart. “Ya doona wish to live to see sunrise, do ya, little Scotty?”

      Tavish stood taller. “I’ll see it, all right, over the top of yer thick skull.”

      “Ya believe ya can take me, little man?”

      Tavish chuffed. “With one punch.”

      The other five glaighs guffawed.

      “Yer either addled or wish to live no more.”

      Shrugging, Tavish opened and closed his fist. “Or I’m speakin’ true. If yer so sure of yerself, laddie, let’s make a deal. If I fell ya with one punch, ya and yer men come with us without pay.”

      “And if ya don’t?”

      “Then I imagine I’ll not see another sunrise.”

      The warrior narrowed his eyes. “One punch? No man in his right mind would ever believe he could best a warrior my size with a single punch. It is an arrogant boast of a small-minded man.”

      “Then ya willna mind agreein’ to our deal. If I knock ya off yer feet with one punch, ya, yer men, and enna others ya can round up will come with us to fight fer the queen of Scotland.”

      “And what are we fightin’ fer?”

      “To protect the queen. Protect the queen until she can figure out who is what in the world. She has enemies all around her, and we need to give her some breathin’ room.”

      The warrior turned to his buddies. “Addle-minded fool, aye?”

      “Just let him hit ya, Lake, so we can get back to drinkin’,” one called out.

      “Aye, just take the punch and then take his fool head off and be done with it,” shouted another.

      Lake turned back to Tavish. He towered over the smaller Scot by at least a foot. “Fine then. It’s yer life. If ya think so little of it, so will I.” Lake planted his feet three feet apart. “Ya get one shot, Scotty. Make it count.”

      Tavish cast a long look over to Quinn.

      “You sure?” she asked in Irish Gaelic, feeling her heart bang heavily inside her chest.

      Tavish produced a grin and replied back in her native tongue. “Aye. Size doona matter if ya hit hard enough in the right spot. Doona worra, Captain. He’ll go down like a sack of sweet Irish potatoes.”

      Quinn swallowed hard. She was captain in name only. She didn’t have the experience needed to deal with the complexities of this situation. Could she really sacrifice her dear friend to help a queen she had zero allegiance to? What would Grace do?

      Tavish leaned into her. “I’ve got this, laddie. Trust me.”

      In one swift pivot, Tavish wheeled around, his right fist leading the way until it smashed so hard into Lake’s left cheek, it lifted him off the ground. Lake’s head snapped so hard to the right; the rest of his large body followed. The next thing anyone knew, Lake was laying on his back, unmoving, immobile, and unconscious.

      For a moment, no one moved. No one said a word.

      When Lake’s eyelids fluttered a minute later, the young, skinny glaigh helped him off the ground. “Lake, are ya... should we... ”

      Lake waved him away. “Fear not fer me, Evan. I wouldna have believed it if I hadna seen it with me own eyes.”

      Then Quinn pulled her sword off the ground and stood next to Tavish. “I believe we had a deal, fellas.”

      Behind her, her crew unsheathed their weapons.

      “That... that’s impossible. Nobody takes out Lake with one punch. Nobody,” one of the Glaighs muttered.

      Tavish held his meaty paw up. “Do one of ya care to confirm it?”

      They all shook their heads.

      “Good. We sail within the hour.”

      “An hour? We need to say goodbye to our families.”

      “Fine. Two hours. Bring friends. Scotland needs ya. Mary needs ya. Yer people need ya.”

      “We’ll be back.”

      “Doona make me come after ya.”

      One of the warriors, a tall blond fellow, walked over to Tavish. “Can ya show me how ya did that?”

      Tavish chuckled. “Ya bring another dozen warriors, and I’ll do just that. Move it along, fellas. We got a lot of stops to make before settin’ sail to Scotland.”

      When the galloglaighs were out of sight, Quinn laid her arm across Tavish’s shoulders. “I have to hand it to you, Scotty—you’re one tough son of a bitch.”

      Tavish grinned. “Ya made the plan. I just supplied the meat.”

      “Well, nicely done.”

      As Quinn walked back to the ship, Tavish called to her. “And Captain?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Call me Scotty again, and ya and me are gonna have a problem.”

      Quinn nodded. “Understood. Would you rather I call you meaty?”

      Quinn had never heard Tavish laugh so hard.

      

  






      By their fifth port, they had amassed nearly one hundred warriors willing to come to Mary’s aid. It seemed as though the more Scots they had on the boat, the easier it was to secure those who were unsure. And amazingly enough, they managed to do so without spending one solitary gold coin.

      “I gotta hand it to ya, Captain, ya filled the damn ship in half the time Grace gave ya.”

      “Yeah, well, I couldn’t have done it without you. But tell me again why all those little guys had to come?”

      Tavish shook his head in disgust. “How can ya ken so little aboot the people who live in Mary’s country? The glaighs just want to fight. They doona want to stop to eat or get a new weapon or carry ennathin’ in their hands. The boys are their mules, so to speak, carryin’ everrathin’ from food to sharpenin’ stones.”

      “Well, it would have been nice to have known that before we left.”

      “Lad––er, Captain, ya’ve got yerself some bulls and some oxen on board. It’s just their way.”

      “I appreciate you smoothing things over with Lake. I was afraid he might have taken offense to being bested.”

      “Ah, that was nothin’. A true warrior can acknowledge when he’s been beat by a better fighter. He holds no grudge. They never do.”

      “Well, thank the goddess for that. Have you ever seen a man so huge?”

      Tavish chuckled. “Nope. I wasna at all sure I could put him down. That’s why I hit him before he could get ready fer it. It mighta been a cheap shot, but the glaighs would never admit that.”

      “So tell me about that little guy with him––Ian?”

      “Evan.”

      “Evan holds weapons he’s not using. Is that how it works?”

      “Aye. Along with food, water, ennathin’ the warrior thinks he might need.” Tavish looked at the young boy leaning on the railing and staring out to sea. “I’m guessin’ he’s never been on a ship. I’ll go talk to him.”

      Quinn reached out to stop him. “No, that’s okay. I’ll do it.”

      Tavish frowned. “Are ya sure? Remember, yer the captain. Ya get others to do yer biddin’ if ya wish it.”

      “Yes. Watch the wheel for me, will you?” With that, Quinn made her way over to where the young boy stood gazing out at sea.

      “Pretty amazin’, isn’t it?”

      Startled out of his reverie, the young man stumbled back away from the railing.

      With one arm, Quinn reached out and grabbed him by the belt, steadying him.

      “Beggin’ yer pardon, Captain. I didna mean––”

      “No need to apologize––”

      “Evan. Me name is Evan, laoch cuidich to Lake MacLeod.”

      Quinn cocked her head at an angle. Evan had the sweet face of unmolested youth that framed large blue eyes, which held an intelligence he appeared to be working very hard to disguise. “Lake is a MacLeod?”

      “Och. Aye. Best galloglaigh family in the world, bar none.”

      Quinn studied Evan’s deep-set eyes and strong nose. He was almost... pretty in a boyish sort of way. “He must be hard to work fer.”

      Evan frowned. “Fer? I doona work fer Lake. I work with him. He needs me as much as I need him.”

      “Is that so? Educate me about it. I know so little about these warriors except that they fight to the death.”

      Evan looked left then right, before lowering his voice to barely above a whisper. “Fiercest, bravest warriors on earth, they are. Ya wouldna wish to be in the dark with one of these fellas on a bad day. They like killin’. Plain and simple.”

      “And what about ya? Why do ya do what ya do?”

      Evan frowned as if puzzling out the answer. “Assist? I canna think of ennathin’ more excitin’ than to be right up on the battlefield helpin’ yer fighter win that battle. It is the best life I can imagine ever havin’.”

      “So ya... like yer job?” Quinn found herself fascinated by Evan, whose full lips and cleft chin gave him an alluring presence. Was it possible she was actually attracted to this young pup? It was inconceivable to her to think she was drawn to a man, but there was something about Evan...

      What in the hell was wrong with her?

      “Like it? Captain, do ya just like bein’ a pirate?”

      Quinn grinned. “Point taken. And yet, it would seem that a laoch cuidich is a far more dangerous occupation than privateerin’.”

      “Only if yer fighter goes down. Things can get a bit dicey if that happens.”

      “Dicey? How so?”

      “Well, fer one, yer carryin’ lots of expensive and well-crafted weapons that other fighters want.”

      “So they’d kill ya fer the weapons.”

      Evan shook his head. “No sir. A laoch cuidich would fight to the death to protect them from bein’ taken so his family back home has somethin’ of his.” Evan stood a little taller and straighter but was still a good seven or eight inches shorter than Quinn. He was the smallest of the laoch cuidiches on board by far.

      ”My life and Lake’s are bound together by blood. If he dies, I must fight fer him.”

      “That’s verra noble.”

      “It is what’s right. He trusts me with his life as I do him. Surely ya have some such similar arrangements on board this ship.”

      Quinn smiled inwardly. The wording, the phrasing, gave Evan away. This was no stable boy turned laoch cuidich. This was something entirely different from his appearance. “How long have ya been a laoch cuidich?”

      “Half me life. Ten years. I came to Ireland with Lake. It is how I ken yer language. Since then we’ve managed to amass quite a bit of gold.”

      “As a mercenary?”

      Evan shrugged, his shoulders grazing his brown hair. “Does it matter what we’re called, Captain? Privateer or pirate or corsair, ya all plunder other ships and take what’s not yers.”

      Quinn was slightly taken aback. “Bravo, sir, ya have made a point I cannot counter. My apologies. Lake is obviously quite an adept fighter, and ya obviously are part of his success.”

      “More than adept, sir. He is nigh unstoppable.”

      “Yet my first mate knocked him out with one punch. One.”

      “Aye. I’ve never seen that before. Yer mate has enormous fists. I’ve never seen ennathin’ like it. Impressed doesna begin to explain how we all felt seein’ him go down so hard.”

      “Yet he is not angry and seeks no retribution. Why is that?”

      Evan waved this away. “Pfft. True fighters take no issue when bettered. Tonight, Lake will toast Tavish’s skill, and all will be well.”

      Quinn stared out at the churning waters along the coastline as they returned to Clew Bay.

      “The water seems alive at times... like it has a personality of its own,” Evan said. Ten years in Ireland had clearly given him a good command of the language.

      Quinn did not take her eyes off the water. “She’s a cruel mistress, the sea. She gives and takes as she wishes and destroys at will.”

      “It is often scary to look around ya and see no land. I have never enjoyed it.”

      “It was at first, but I got used to it.”

      “Captain,” One Eye said, coming up behind them. “We’re almost there. I think ya oughtta be at the helm in case Captain O’Malley is lookin’ through that telescope of hers. I wouldna want her thinkin’ somethin’ happened to ya.”

      Quinn started toward the stairs and then stopped. Glancing over her shoulder at Evan, she tossed him a smile. “Ya needn’t be afraid, Evan. We sail along the coastline most of the way, so ya will see plenty of land. Ya will be fine.”

      Evan returned the smile. “Fear is a luxury we doona get to have,” he said, blue eyes sparkling. “Just ken that most of our men doona ken how to swim.”

      Quinn turned all the way around. “Wait. They can’t swim?”

      Evan shook his head. “Not even a little.”

      

      As the moon rose slowly above the encroaching clouds, all three of Grace’s ships creaked and groaned as they made their way north up the Celtic Sea. The chill off the water pushed the men below, where the laoch cuidiches produced flash upon flask of Scotch.

      True to Evan’s words, Lake held up a flask, toasted Tavish, and chugged the flask before passing it to Tavish. They exchanged words in Scottish before Tavish downed some whisky himself.

      After several rounds of drinks, it became difficult to tell who was Scottish and who was not. The men exchanged tales of bravery and cunning, their laughter louder with every round of drinks.

      “Come on, Captain––take a swig or two and put yer feet up,” one of the men said.

      Quinn took the flask. Most of the men were pretty drunk by the time she took her first swig. It felt good as it burned its way down her throat, but she knew, as always, that getting as drunk as they did was a dangerous place for her. Still, after her quarrel with Fiona and being handed a ship, she needed to let her hair down. She needed a moment’s respite from it all.

      The crew cheered, and she caught Evan’s watchful eye as she tipped the flask once more. Scottish whisky had a slightly stronger aftertaste to Quinn than Irish whiskey, but it was still very tasty.

      Too tasty.

      And too strong.

      But she kept taking sips every time the flask came around to her.

      When her vision began to blur a bit, Quinn excused herself to go up on deck.

      The cold sea air had a way of revitalizing her. It was, she believed, how pirates were able to drink so much at night and still be able to function during the day. The salt air was medicinal to them on many levels. Quinn inhaled a lungful as she steadied herself by holding the railing.

      Looking up at the moons, Quinn chuckled.

      Two moons.

      She’d never been this drunk before and could only hope the effects of the whisky would wear off before morning, when she would make the last leg to Scotland. Grace would have that telescope to her face at first light to make certain all was well in the two trailing ships. If she felt Quinn wasn’t up to snuff, her anger would be felt across the water.

      Her anger.

      Funny that Quinn was far more concerned about Grace’s anger than Fiona’s. Maybe Fiona was partially right. Maybe Quinn did choose Grace and the crew over her. Maybe she always had and always would.

      Damn.

      If Fiona was right, then Quinn would have to walk away and allow Fiona the space to live a life without her. If Fiona was wrong, then Quinn would need to step away from her pirate life and relearn how to live on the land once more.

      Closing her eyes and steadying herself on the deck, Quinn let the alcohol take over.

      “Storm’s comin’, Captain.”

      Opening her eyes, Quinn tried to focus on Kwame’s dark face. All she could see was his teeth.

      “Some captain I am, Kwame. I should have smelled it.”

      “You’re drunk. Nothing works right when you’re drunk. I’ll keep at the helm if you’d rather.”

      Quinn nodded. “I’d appreciate it.”

      “Are you all right? You’ve not been the same since you returned from Fiona’s.”

      Quinn inhaled another deep breath of salty air. Yes. A storm was imminent. She should have seen as much. Grace surely had. The woman had the uncanny ability of predicting the weather. “Women troubles is all.”

      Kwame chuckled. “Women are trouble, Callaghan. There may be moments in a day when they are not, but that is usually because they are getting their way.”

      Quinn laughed. “I suppose if it weren’t for sex––”

      “We’d have little to do with them.”

      “Funny, though, how they rule the world.”

      The ship lurched and dipped, causing Quinn to rock backwards. She’d have fallen completely over had someone not caught her from behind.

      “Easy there, Captain.”

      Straightening up, Quinn turned to see who’d caught her.

      It was the diminutive Evan.

      “Evan! Watch out. Wouldn’t want ya fallin’ overboard.”

      Kwame placed Quinn’s hands back on the railing. “I’d best stay at the wheel, Captain, and I think you’d be safer in your quarters.”

      Quinn’s head felt heavy, and she couldn’t see a damn thing unless she saw it twice.

      “I’ll take ya to yer quarters, Cap. These waters are feelin’ awfully rough.”

      “I can handle rough seas, little laoch cuidich! I’m a goddamned pirate!”

      Kwame turned Quinn around and placed Evan’s hand on her arm. “Yes, you are... a very drunk goddamned pirate. Now, off you go.”

      Evan held firm to Quinn’s arm. “Come on, Cap. I’ve never seen a real pirate captain’s quarters.”

      “Of course you haven’t. You have land legs. Wanna see mine?” Quinn chuckled. “My quarters. Not my legs. That would be silly.”

      Kwame nodded once to Evan, who escorted Quinn to her cabin.

      “I would like that, sir.”

      Quinn half walked, half stumbled to her small quarters with Evan never once releasing his grip.

      Once the door was opened, Quinn stood in the doorway. “There’s a lantern hangin’ on this wall somewhere.”

      “I’ll find it. Just stay in the doorway.”

      “I’m a captain, you know?”

      Evan chuckled. “I ken. Please stay in the doorway. How’s that?”

      “Better. You know... captaining is harder than it looks. I never realized how hard Grace works to make it all look so easy. It’s not.”

      Evan found the lantern and lit it, illuminating the bare room. There was a bed, a tiny table and two wooden chairs that had seen better days. Nothing else was in the barren room. “I take it ya doona sail this ship verra often.”

      “Often? Ha! Never. This is my first time as captain, but shh... don’t tell ennaone.”

      Evan gently moved Quinn to the bed, where she sat down, her hands in her lap while Evan pulled out one of the wooden chairs and sat across from her.

      “Yer secret is safe with me, Cap. How are ya feelin’?”

      Quinn looked up at Evan’s face—two faces, mostly a blur. “Goddamn motherfucking Scottish whisky.”

      Evan chuckled. “Yeah, it’s the whisky’s fault.”

      Quinn squinted and tried to focus the two faces into one. He truly was almost pretty with his full lips and prominent cheekbones. His lack of red hair or green eyes told her one parent was not Celtic. His size told her one was not Nordic or Highlander.

      “What’s your lineage, little Evan?”

      Evan smiled softly. “My da was a Highlander––a warrior, a galloglaigh. My ma was French.”

      “Both dead?”

      Evan nodded. “Kilt by Spaniards as we waited fer a ship off Southern France.”

      “You saw them murdered?”

      Evan nodded sadly. “Aye. I was only nine years old. I managed to stow away on a boat that came to Ireland. I was stealin’ from Lake’s camp one night when he caught me. He didna hurt me but gave me food and water. His parents, the MacLeod family, raised me.”

      “How old was Lake?”

      “He was twenty at the time and was already a great fighter. His da said he would need a laoch cuidich he could trust, so they taught me––trained me––and when I turned twelve, I became his.”

      “Have you traveled much?”

      “Oh, aye. Lake and his men have been hired by the French, the Italians, the Greeks, the Portuguese, even the Turks.”

      “And now the Scots.”

      He grinned. “Aye. The circle of life, eh? What aboot ya, Cap? How did ya wind up a pirate?”

      Quinn leaned forward, hoping the keep the room from spinning. “My best friend is Black Irish and was mistaken fer a slave. She was stolen from our village and so I went after her.”

      Evan cocked his head. “Yer best friend was a girl?”

      Quinn nodded. “A very fine, very sophisticated young woman I’d sworn to protect.”

      “So ya became a pirate to save a friend. When was that?”

      “Six years ago.”

      “Did ya ever find her?”

      “Indeed I did. By then, I’d fallen in love with the sea and have been with Grace O’Malley’s crew ever since.”

      “Are the tales of her exploits true? We hear so many rumors on the road.”

      Quinn nodded. “Every last one of them. She is everything people write about and more. She is what the we Irish are about––courageous, strong, fierce, independent.”

      “Ah. I see. Ya speak as if ya were in love with her.”

      Quinn laughed. “Admiration and respect combined still do not equal love. She’s my captain, my friend, my leader, but nothing more.”

      “I would imagine it is difficult to love a woman when one is a pirate at sea.”

      Leaning back, Quinn sighed as the room spun around her. “Women are difficult to love no matter where you are or what you do. What about you? Is it difficult to love a woman when you are first mate to a warrior?”

      “Not difficult. Impossible. Lake goes where the battles are. No woman wants to spend her days worryin’ whether or not her man is comin’ back.”

      “Exactly. Do you ever get lonely then?”

      Evan moved closer. “I do not. A woman’s comfort is a temporary experience. I willna settle down until the blood of those who kilt my parents is on my hands. It is why I do this. I want vengeance.”

      Quinn leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. Her stomach turned from ally to foe. “So revenge is your mistress.”

      “Aye.”

      “And you think you’d recognize them after all these years?”

      “It would be impossible not to. The Spaniard who kilt my mother had only two fingers on his left hand. The bastard who cut my father down had a scar in the shape of a cross on his left cheek. I see their bloody faces everra night before I go to sleep. I’ll ken them the moment I see them.”

      “Then I am sorry I’ve pulled you away from your retribution.”

      Lake’s voice cut through the night air calling for Evan.

      Evan rose. “No need. Mary is still, in many ways, the queen of my family. She was in French court when we were there. My parents would have supported this.” Evan paused at the door. “I take it ya can get yerself undressed.”

      Quinn nodded, rose, and stood up.

      She immediately regretted doing so and vomited all over Evan’s boots before dropping to her hands and knees. “Oh... shite.”

      “Cap?” Evan helped Quinn out of the room and up to the open edge of the deck, where she continued to vomit over the side of the ship. The winds were so strong, some of it blew back in her face, and the last thing she remembered was Evan dragging her back to her quarters and saying, “Let’s get ya out of these vomit-drenched clothes.”

      

      Quinn woke up when the ship lurched so hard it threw her against the nearest wall. “Mother of god,” she moaned, holding her forehead as she slid out of bed still fully clothed. She took one step but stopped as the pounding in her skull nearly incapacitated her.

      The next dip in the sea tossed her over the table and then back against the far wall.

      Pounding head or not, she had to get to the helm. Flinging her door open, she was met with a face full of water and the rumbling of thunder. The wind tried to keep her immobile in the doorway, but she doggedly pushed through it until she was on the deck.

      What she saw made the pounding of her head irrelevant.

      Two of the masts had splintered and broken, and only one of the sails hadn’t been torn from the holding. Her crew scurried around trying to bring the torn sails to rest, but the wind proved a worthy opponent.

      “Get that sail down!” Tavish yelled as he fought with both hands to keep the wheel steady.

      Quinn knew the galley ship well enough to know if they couldn’t get that mainsail down, it would either rip off the mast or drive them nose first into the sea.

      She could only wish she was feeling in tip-top shape, but she wasn’t. At least she was no longer drunk, but her head reminded her why she typically did not try to keep up with her friends when drinking.

      Spinning to her left, she grabbed the first galloglaigh she came to and commanded him and his warriors to head to the oars. Then she fought her way against wind and rain up to Kwame who, with four of her men, were trying to untie the fallen sail from the splintered mast.

      “Throw nothin’ overboard!” she yelled above the pounding rain. “Collect both sails and repair them below!”

      “Aye, Captain,” Kwame yelled.

      As the sea hurled itself over the sides of the ship, Quinn withdrew her knife and clamped the blade between her teeth. Then she grabbed the netting leading to the crow’s nest and started climbing with the intention of cutting the sail from the mast.

      The ship dipped, took on water, and then bucked backwards as the sea churned and roiled against the hull. The rain came in sheets on the back of a wind, threatening to knock her off the net ladder she scaled as she tried to reach the mainsail.

      She could hear nothing below, only the savage and raw power of the wind as it pressed against her ears. When she reached the cross mast, she pulled the blade from her teeth and began cutting away at the thick rope.

      One by one, she cut the ropes while her quivering legs fought to maintain purchase on the large crossbeam. The sea and the weather seemed determined to shake her from her roost high above the deck as the bow dipped, rose, bucked, and then slammed back into the white caps insistent on pouring over the port railing. As she reached for the next rope, one of the men lost control of the block and pulley of the remaining mast, and it swung wide, like a club, right toward Quinn, who never saw it coming.

      The crossbeam of the broken mast caught her square across the shoulders, knocking her completely off the crossbeam she’d been perched on. Had it not been for one of the ropes tangled around her calf, she surely would have plummeted to her death. Instead, she swung like a human pendulum in the angry wind, dozens of feet above the deck.

      Tavish was yelling something to her, yelling and gesticulating wildly.

      Quinn tried to see what he was pointing to, but she had no control over her movements. She was a marionette dangling by a thread.

      When the wind blew her around, she caught sight of what Tavish had been pointing to: the rope that held her swung back and forth against the mast, wearing thinner and thinner each time it scraped across the wood.

      Quinn took assessment of her position.

      It did not look good.

      The fraying rope would soon break from her weight and she would land, head first, into the churning water. She tried to get her hands to her ankle in an effort to––

      “Hold on, Cap!” came the now-familiar voice of the warrior’s lad, Evan.

      Twisting toward the netting, Quinn was stunned to find Evan hanging onto the netting at the very top, holding one of Lake’s sparth axes in his hands.

      “Grab hold of the end!” Evan yelled, sticking the six-foot pole out to her, handle first. Looking up at the swinging rope, he yelled, “Ya got one chance at her, Cap! Next dip and roll, grab the handle!”

      Quinn could not reach the handle where she was now. The ship would need to pitch and lean one more time and swing her closer to the ax handle for her to grab it.

      Evan was right.

      She had just one shot.

      With the wind and the rain in her face, she waited for the pitch and roll, wondering if she was strong enough to hold on to the ax pole.

      The ship dipped low into the water, rose and leaned, swinging Quinn close enough to the handle so she could grab it.

      But she missed. There simply wasn’t enough there for her to grab. As she swung away from Evan, she kept her eyes on him and watched with curiosity as he dropped the sparth to the deck and leaned as far out toward her as he could.

      Surely he knew he was still too far to reach. No amount of stretching would help her reach him.

      As she swung back toward him, she heard him yell, “Catch me!”

      Catch. Him?

      As Quinn swung back, Evan launched himself off the netting. In slow motion, he flew through the air toward her, his arm outstretched, his legs spread far apart. If she didn’t catch him, he would plummet to his death.

      Before Quinn could catch him, he caught her, grabbing her around her waist. The force of this pushed them back out over the sea.

      As they swung wide and over the hungry water, Evan slid down Quinn’s body until they held each other’s shoulders. Once there, he pulled back and grinned into her face. “I have a plan!” he yelled above the storm. “Yer gonna hafta trust me.”

      Quinn nodded. “Don’t see I have much of a choice.”

      “Rock back and forth with me. Then, when I yell now, swing me toward the nettin’!” Evan yelled, inches from Quinn’s ear. “Give me everrathin’ ya got, Cap, but doona let go!”

      As the ship lurched back, they swung over the railing, over the deck, and toward the netting. Quinn used every ounce of her strength to swing Evan toward the net.

      Evan’s legs dangled across the divide in what felt like slow motion until the net blew back toward the young laoch cuidich.

      As Evan clung on to Quinn, he whipped his legs toward the netting and managed to hook a foot through one of the squares. The moment he did, the rope holding them both above the deck frayed and broke, releasing Quinn from the crossbar she’d been hanging from. As she started to fall, she felt Evan’s grasp tighten. She did the same and squeezed him as tightly as she could, knowing that if either of them weakened, she would fall to her death.

      With one leg caught in the netting, Evan remained stable and held onto her tightly.

      Instead of plummeting to her death, she smacked into the netting with the front of her body while Evan kept them attached to the netting by a single leg. For a moment, neither moved as Evan hung from the netting and Quinn hung from Evan.

      “I gotcha, Cap!” Evan yelled. “Wrap yer legs through the nettin’—I doona ken how much longer I can hold ya.”

      Quinn pushed one leg, then the other, through the net until she was in a sitting position, her arms still wrapped around Evan.

      “I got it, Evan. Ya can let go now.”

      “Ya sure, Cap? I’d hate to lose ya now!”

      Quinn nodded and reached for the netting with one hand. When she found it, she grabbed it with the other hand so Evan no longer had to hold up both their weight.

      Above the rain, above the wind, above the loud and miserable sea, Quinn heard the cheers of her crew. Still hanging by one leg, Evan grinned into her face. “Think I’d make a pretty damn fine pirate.”

      Shaking her head and feeling the pounding of her heart inside her chest, Quinn replied, “Better than damn fine. Much better.”

      

      When the storm passed and Quinn had assessed the damages to her ship on wobbly legs and sore shoulders, Tavish made her sit down and drink a lot of water.

      “What ya did, lad, was both brilliant and crazy, and I have no doubt Captain O’Malley will both hug ya and kick yer everlovin’ arse.”

      Quinn handed the water back to Tavish. “Any sight of her yet?”

      He shook his head. “We’re not gonna stop lookin’, but right now, ya need to rest. That little stunt ya pulled saved us fer the moment. Once we get some of the oars repaired and the mainsail back up, we’ll continue northward to Scotland.”

      “Where is Evan?”

      “Lake is carin’ fer him. One of his shoulders came out of whack, and they are puttin’ it back in place. Brave young lad, that one.”

      “I wish to see him as soon as possible. He––”

      “Risked his life fer ya. Fer all of us. I’ll send him to yer quarters as soon as Lake has finished with him, but ya must get some rest. We got a lotta work ahead of us to get this ship back in shape, and the crew needs to see yer in fightin’ shape. Rest.”

      “It was rest that caused me to sleep through the worst of it.”

      “We tried wakin’ ya, but we were takin’ water deep and didna have the time”

      “I can’t thank you enough, Tavish.”

      “Not just me. Kwame and Murphy got the galloglaighs to put that muscle to good use. This ship is still afloat ’cause of the glaighs. Be sure to thank ’em.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “We’ll come fer ya when the decks are all cleared.”

      “Or you find Captain O’Malley.”

      “Aye. Either way, ya will be the first to ken.” Tavish opened her door. “Ya screwed the pooch, Callaghan. Ya drank too much, ya made a shitty decision, and ya nearly got Evan killed. Next time the glaighs start drinkin’, I say step away.”

      Quinn trudged past him and flopped on the bed. Every muscle in her body ached. “No more whisky for me. I got that, Tavish. It feels like someone bashed my skull with a mallet.”

      He chuckled. “Och. Aye. I’ll send young Evan to ya as soon as I see him.”

      When the door closed, Quinn laid her forearm over her eyes. She was exhausted. Bone-weary. The wind, the rain, and the sea had all battered her like a boxer, and she felt heavy and thick. As she felt her body melt into the bed, she felt a hand on top of hers.

      “Ham Hock said ya wanted to see me.” Someone laid a hand on top of hers.

      Quinn opened her eyes and focused on Evan’s blue eyes. They were like two sapphires looking down at her. “Ham Hock?”

      “Aye. ’Tis what we call yer man Tavish because his fists look like huge ham hocks.” Evan lifted his hand from Quinn’s and gently stroked the hair from her forehead. It felt comforting, until she realized she was allowing another man to touch her like that.

      “Evan––”

      “I ken yer hesitancy, Cap, but there’s nothin’ wrong with ya acceptin’ comfort and gentleness from another. Give yerself a moment to accept some kindness from another. No one need ken.”

      Quinn closed her eyes, blew out a big breath, and felt her body loosen up. “Ya Scots... I do not believe I will ever understand ya.”

      “We are not so unalike, ya and I.”

      “Perhaps not, but ya did what no other might have done. Thank ya.”

      Evan smiled softly. “Yer welcome.”

      Slowly opening her eyes, Quinn looked into Evan’s face. “Why did ya risk yer life fer me. Why?”

      Evan pulled the chair up to the bed and continued stroking Quinn’s forehead. “Well now, I could answer the obvious: I was savin’ the captain of our ship. Or I could lie and say I’ve always wanted to be a hero. Then there’s that pesky truth. The thing is, I like ya, Cap. I really do. This world is a better place with pirates like ya in it.”

      Quinn tried to keep her eyes open, but they were too heavy. Like the rest of her body, they had a will of their own and refused to cooperate. “I’ll never drink Scottish whisky again.”

      Evan lightly chuckled. “Aye. The crew’s not real happy with ya, Cap. It was yer job to keep us safe, and ya kinda fucked that up.”

      Quinn closed her eyes. “Is that what ya think?”

      His caressing made Quinn feel like she was floating outside her heavy body. “Without ya... me and the ship might just be at the bottom of the sea.”

      “I like to believe ya’d have done the same fer me.” Evan slowly retracted his hand, but Quinn’s left hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.

      “Stay. Please. It... please.”

      Freeing his wrist from her hand, Evan scooted closer and continued stroking Quinn’s hair. “Yer a verra courageous soul, Cap. Yer men and me warriors will speak of today fer a verra long time, and it is not easy to impress these warriors. Ken what they love more than fightin’ and killin’? A great story. Ya and me gave them a great story, Cap.”

      Quinn’s lips barely twitched. “Callaghan.”

      Evan frowned, his hand never ceasing its smooth caress over her forehead. “Eh?”

      “My name. It’s Callaghan.”

      “Maybe so, but ya will always be Cap to me.” Evan’s voice faded as Quinn felt sleep take her away.

      As the fringes of sleep slowly crept over her, images slowly appeared in Quinn’s dreamlike state. Becca’s smile. Fiona’s naked body. Gallagher’s chubby legs. Her life in pictures wafted lazily by until she wasn’t sure if she was awake or asleep.

      So when she felt soft, gentle lips upon her forehead, Quinn had no idea if they were real or just another dream moment coming to claim her.

      As the last vestiges of awareness floated away, Quinn mumbled, “Thank you” before succumbing to much-needed sleep.

      

      “Where is he?” bellowed a voice so loud that it woke Quinn from a dreamless slumber.

      Her door crashed open so hard it flung back and almost closed before it slammed open again.

      “Callaghan? Are ya ill?”

      Quinn leapt to her feet, regretting it as she did. The leg the rope had wrapped around was stiff and sore. “I am well. It is so good to––”

      Grace took one long step into the room and embraced Quinn tightly. “My god, Callaghan, what in the goddesses’ names were ya thinkin’? When the storm separated us, I thought the worst. I thought––” Grace pulled back and checked Quinn over. “The crew had told me the story ’bout what ya did. Have ya lost yer mind? I put ya in charge to keep my crew safe.” Grace looked Quinn over once again. “Ya stink like the inside of a flask. Get yerself cleaned up, and don’t let this happen again.” Grace pulled the chair up and motioned for Quinn to sit down. “Ya climbed the mainmast durin’ a storm? The other person crazier than ya is the Scot who climbed up after ya. Ian?”

      “Evan.”

      “Aye. I’d like to meet that one. The rest are smelly fighters reekin’ of whisky.” Grace sat on the edge of the second chair. “But that Evan... savin’ ya like he did. There’s gold fer his purse when this is all over.”

      Quinn nodded. “I’m sorry about the ship.”

      Grace waved the remark away. “Nothin’ ya coulda done. Both galleys took a bit of a beatin’, but nothin’ we can’t fix. A few repairs and we’ll be on our way. I’m just so happy to see ya all made it.”

      “Everyone on the other ship?”

      “Fine. A few wounded here and there. Innis did an admirable job durin’ a storm that tested even my abilities, but ya almost let me down.”

      “I understand. I have to say, you make it appear easy. It is not.”

      “No, Callaghan, it is not. It was made even harder because ya carry so many Barrians, them land-lovin’ arses, instead of sailors, but yer safe now.” Grace rose and put her chair back under the table. “We’re goin’ to haul ya into Castle Bay, the next port, fer repairs.”

      Quinn also rose. “But that means––”

      “Aye. Collectin’ the galloglaighs again and gettin’ them back aboard the ships. I think I know the best way to get their sodden arses back on board. Ya leave it to me... and stay away from the whisky.”

      Not long after Grace left her quarters, there came a knock at the door.

      It was Evan.

      “Ya look keener than ya did when I left. Yer Captain O’Malley told me ya were awake and thanked me over and over. Yer special to her, Cap. That much is obvious. I just came to see if ya needed ennathin’.”

      A slow grin crept on Quinn’s face as she opened the door all the way and beckoned Evan to enter. Evan was a good man. A kind man. He was someone she could talk to and share stories with.

      But how could it be any more than that? She’d never been attracted to any man.

      “I need nothin’ save yer good company... well, and help with my boots. Apparently, my body does not wish to bend quite yet.”

      Evan took Quinn’s worn leather boots and turned them over in his hand. “My god, Cap, ya could use a new pair. These are broken down to bits.”

      “I don’t fancy new leather. Too stiff and too hard to break in.”

      “That’s because yer wearin’ nasty Irish leather. Ya folks doona ken how to beat leather into submission. When we land at Bagh a Chaisteil, let’s find ya some boots fit fer a captain of this ship.”

      “Oh, I don’t believe I’ll have time fer boot fittin’, Evan. It’s gonna to take all of my time and energy to herd yer guys back onto the ship.”

      Evan waved this away. “Ah, Cap, ya are worried fer nothin’. The island of Barra has no love lost fer Highlanders, and the last place our fighters want to be is left stranded on a hostile island. Ya will see. They’ll drink at the port, but they willna let the ship out of their sight. Remember––most canna swim.”

      Quinn studied Evan’s soft features. “Yer not like most Scots, are ya?”

      Evan tipped his head back and laughed. “I doona ken. What, pray tell, are ‘most Scots’ like?”

      “Well, I suppose a lot like yer weather... a bit cold. Somewhat harsh. Often unreachable.”

      Evan helped Quinn with her left boot. “Unreachable? Och, aye, but ya do have a low opinion of us.”

      Quinn watched Evan put on her other boot. “I see I need to revise my opinion.”

      Evan looked up at her. “Good to hear. It is never wise to lump together an entire group by another’s opinion. We are all different and yet, at the same time, all alike.”

      As Evan rose, Quinn’s hand shot out and grabbed his wrist. “Ya have been more than kind to me, Evan. I do not know how to thank ya.”

      He glanced down at her hand. “That’s easy. I like ya. Ya have a big heart, Cap. And besides... yer not like most Irishmen.” He laughed an infectious laugh before starting for the door. “I’ll make sure the fighters return to the ship.”

      “Thank ya. Again.”

      Stopping at the door, Evan turned. “Yer wrong aboot Scotsmen. It is because of the cold and damp that we are fiery and passionate. Ya’ve never really been loved until ya’ve been loved by a Scot.”

      With that, Evan left Quinn, who rose and pulled her boots up, staring down at their weathered and beaten leather.

      So much had changed in the last six years that she shouldn’t have been at all surprised she was attracted to a man.

      But she was.

      There was something about Evan she couldn’t look away from, and it was such a strange sensation. Still, she had never, not once been attracted to a man, so it was more than a little disconcerting to find that she was so enamored with young Evan.

      “Port ahead,” Kwame said, sticking his head through the door.

      “Comin’.”

      As Quinn left her quarters, Tavish sidled up next to her. “I’ll keep an eye on the fighters at the pub, Captain. Ya just make sure the riggin’ gets repaired.”

      “Aye.” Quinn looked at Tavish as he studied her. “What is it?”

      “Ya doona see it, do ya?”

      “See what?”

      “That Scot boy. He is quite taken with ya. Risked his life fer ya.”

      “For us. For the ship.”

      “Ya shoulda seen him, Captain. He scaled that nettin’ like he’d been doin’ it his entire life. Before enna of us could even move, he had skittered on up.”

      “That doesn’t mean he is smitten with me.” Quinn thought about the soft kiss on her forehead, the gentle way he had caressed her hair. There was no denying the fact that Evan cared for her.

      How odd was it that she cared back? What strangeness was this? Quinn was befuddled by it all.

      “Ya see it, too, dontcha? Be careful, lad. Doona get mixed up with a laoch cuidich whose fighter is a tree trunk of a man.”

      “Mixed up? Tavish, do you know what you’re sayin’?”

      Tavish leaned in close and whispered. “Aye, lad, I do. Be careful is all I’m sayin’.” With that, Tavish walked away, leaving Quinn wondering just how much Tavish really knew about her.

      

      The port at Castle Bay was a bustling metropolis of the small island, but the galloglaighs saw none of it. They made a straight line for the nearest tavern, just as Evan had said they would.

      Evan did not go with them. Instead, he hung back and kept an eye out by the perimeter of the tavern, along with four other laoch cuidiches.

      “It’s their job,” Tavish whispered from behind Quinn, who stood on the dock watching Evan.

      “It’s their job to guard?”

      “Guard, scout, secure, ya name it, lad. The galloglaighs I ken stay alive by always bein’ vigilant––always bein’ aware of their surroundins.”

      “Even in Scotland?”

      “Especially in Scotland.” Tavish started toward the blacksmith’s. “Do what the captain said and stay near the ship. I’ll be back with some of the couplers we lost.” Tavish took one step and then turned back. “The islanders have no love lost fer the Highlanders, lad. Stay on yer toes until we can make the repairs. Doona trust them or ennaone connected to them.”

      “So the Scots are as balled up as we are?”

      “Balled up? Oh, aye. We got nothin’ on yer clans, but Catholics versus Protestants can be just as deadly. We want to be in and out as soon as we can.”

      Quinn nodded as Tavish walked away. They had sails that needed repair, ropes that needed to be bought, rigging that needed a blacksmith. She couldn’t imagine shoving off anytime soon. It would take at least a day just to repair the rigging.

      “We’ve got a bit of a problem, don’t we?”

      Quinn found One Eye standing next to her. “Ya mean if they won’t get back on the ship?”

      One Eye put a fist to his good eye and rubbed it. “If they won’t, Innis and Connor are gonna try to talk to the captain and call off the trip. It isn’t wise fer us to be in Scotland without aid.”

      Quinn nodded. “Why do I get the feelin’ there’s more to her relationship with Mary of Scotland than meets the eye?”

      “Oh, I’m sure there is. Innis would know. Ask him if yer curious. Me? I just want off this lowbrow island and back onto the sea.”

      Cocking her head, Quinn asked, “Lowbrow?”

      “Aye. Barrians. Barrians despise Highlanders, and vice versa. If we get them out of here without any problems, I’ll be surprised.”

      Quinn hated surprises.

      

      Three hours after they landed, the Barrians of Castle Bay made their wishes known to Grace, who stood with Quinn and Innis as they directed the crew here and there about the dock.

      “Can we have a word with ya?” a plumpish elderly gentleman called to her. He wore a green plaid kilt with a brown leather jerkin stained in several places.

      “Ya can talk in front of my men, sir,” Grace replied. “What can I do fer ya?”

      “My family is the MacNeils, and this here castle and land belong to the MacNeils.”

      Grace did not reply, but waited patiently for his point.

      “The MacNeils willna be pleased to ken yer here.”

      “We’re not here fer either them or their castle, so ya can relax and go on yer merry way.”

      The man took a step toward Grace and was met with three swords pointed at him. He raised his hands in surrender and stared up at Grace. “Ya might wish to rethink yer position.”

      Thirty Barrians came out from behind various buildings. All wielded weapons. Four had arrows notched in their bows.

      Quinn, Innis, and every crew member around pulled out their swords.

      “Put yer weapons down, Captain O’Malley,” the Scotsman ordered. “Or ya and yer men here are dead where ya stand.”

      Grace lightly touched both Quinn and Innis’s wrists. “Put them away.”

      Innis shook his head. “We do and we’re dead men, sir.”

      The Scot in the kilt slowly lowered his hands. “We got no quarrel with ya, Grace O’Malley, or with the Irish, but ya brought them disloyal mercenaries to our home. Broken ship or not, ya better take them off this island in yer one good ship, or ya will meet the same fate as they.”

      Grace took a step forward so she was now in front of her men. “Threatenin’ me and mine is not a verra wise thing to do. The MacNeil clan and the O’Malleys have always been allies—otherwise I’d never have pulled up here.”

      “Allies doona bring enemies to our doorstep.”

      “Not our intent. Look, no one is botherin’ ennaone right now. The galloglaighs are partakin’ of some sorely missed Scottish whisky. We’ll fix our sails and be on our way without incident.”

      “Ya will be on yer way without the Highlanders, Captain O’Malley.”

      Grace inhaled deeply. “Yer queen will not be pleased to know––”

      “She’s not our queen enna more than yer the queen of Ireland. I’ll not tell ya again. Ya and yer crew have safe passage out of here in the one ship not needin’ repairs. We’ll call the two ya leave payment fer a... fer yer lack of good judgment.”

      Grace O’Malley heaved a sigh. “Then it appears we have no other choice but to leave. I’ll not risk my men fer a buncha turncoats, but ya can rest assured I’ll be back fer my ships, and if they have been ill treated, I’ll come after ya and all the MacNeils still on this shitty piece of land.”

      “As ya wish.”

      Grace turned to Innis. “Ring the Malendroke’s bell.”

      Innis just stared at her.

      “Three times so they hurry on up. It will throw everraone off.” To Quinn she said, “Get all our men off the Breeze and the Mystery and get them to the Malendroke as soon as possible.”

      “What about you?”

      Grace looked down at the pudgy Scot. “I believe he means to hold me until ya have completed yer tasks.”

      The MacNeil nodded. “They said ya were shrewd... fer a female.”

      “Astute enough to know when it is best to leave well enough alone. Go on,” she said to Quinn and Innis. “Both of ya. I’ll have myself a seat over there and will wait.”

      Quinn and Innis exchanged looks before both took off running.

      “Three rings,” Innis said, arms churning as he ran. “Are ya ready, Callaghan?”

      “Aye, Innis. I am more than ready.” But she wasn’t quite sure for what.

      

      The Malendroke was only half filled with her crew when Grace gave the order to set sail. No one said a word as they pulled away from Castle Bay’s pier and back into the harsh Atlantic.

      When the castle was well out of view, Grace gave the order. “Get as close to the shore as ya can, Innis. Callaghan, ya and yer group are first off.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      With ropes at the ready, Quinn and two dozen other crew members, including One Eye, Connor, Murphy, and Fitz, rappelled into the freezing water and swam the hundred or so yards to shore. By the time they stood in waist-deep water, the second group followed them into the ocean.

      “Fer a minute there, I thought––” Fitz started.

      “She would have left had he not taken the ships. He underestimated her fer sure.”

      “And that’ll be the death of him.”

      Quinn nodded. “Him and many others, I’m afraid. The phrase fer a woman keeps ringin’ in my head. He shouldn’t have gone there.”

      Dripping wet, the Irishmen made their way to the nearest road and waited for Grace and the others to join them.

      “Well met, men. It’s time we have a little practice, and these Barrians are gonna see what happens when someone takes our ships.”

      “What about Innis?”

      Grace grinned maliciously. “He’s takin’ the Malendroke back to Castle Bay. The Scots will turn their attention to the ship and divide their focus.”

      “Ya don’t think the Barrians stand a chance, do ya?”

      Grace shook her head. “There are too many of them fer the galloglaighs to be successful. We’re gonna even the odds.”

      Grace’s crew took off toward Castle Bay at a decent jog. “Callaghan, ya get the Breeze out of the bay. I’ll take the Mystery. Get as many of the Highlanders on yers as ya can.”

      “Aye.”

      As they rounded the corner to the beginning of the village, they all came to a dead stop.

      The Barrians hadn’t intended on facing the Highlanders at all. Instead, they had blocked all of the doors and had set fire to the tavern with all of the galloglaighs inside.

      “Bloody cocksuckers,” One Eye muttered. “They’ll burn alive.”

      The flames leapt high, and the shouts of the galloglaighs could be heard as they started chopping at the sides of the tavern.

      “No they won’t.” Quinn sprinted off, hearing Grace calling her name as she did—but Quinn did not look back. Instead, she put her head down and ran faster toward the back end of the flaming tavern.

      As she neared the burning building, she desperately looked for Evan and the other four laoch cuidiches, hoping that maybe they had stayed outside. “Evan!” she yelled, cupping her hands to her mouth. “Evan!”

      “In here, Cap! Help us! We canna get out!”

      Pulling her sword, Quinn cut down the first Barrian she came to. Her sword dripped with his blood as she cut down the second man. The heat from the burning wood was intense but not enough to slow her down as she fought her way to the side of the building.

      “Evan! I’m comin’!”

      The next man got his sword up in time to deflect her sword blow. The metal clanged loudly, and as a fourth joined the fight, Quinn knew she was in trouble.

      A third man leapt into the fray, and now Quinn was surrounded. Smoke billowed from the tavern, and she could hear men coughing and yelling for help.

      A fourth man ran toward Quinn, so she attacked the first and waited to see which of the other three would come at her.

      She did not have to wait long. Grace jumped into the fray and cut the fourth down with a single blow. “Callaghan, get the door! Get to the door!”

      Quinn peeled away from the second fighter and saw the door had a wagon in front of it. It, too, was on fire. She could hear something banging against the door from within. The heat was unbearable as she stepped away from the wagon. Her eyes watered as smoke crept up her nostrils.

      They would all die in there if she couldn’t figure something out quickly.

      “Hurry, Cap!”

      There was a lot of coughing, a lot of yelling, more cursing.

      Quinn stood back and looked at the wagon. Then she glanced around to see where it had come from. When she spotted another, she yelled at her men to get behind it.

      “We’re pushin’ it into the tavern!” Quinn yelled. “Evan, step away from the door! Get everra man away from the front door!” Then she turned back to her men. “Give it everrathin’ ya got, fellas, or those men in there will die. Right into the wall! Put yer shoulders into it!” Stepping behind the wagon, Quinn pushed with the other six men.

      The wagon rolled swiftly to the tavern and crashed through a wall weakened by the fire. The entire side of the building collapsed on top of the wagon just as the Barrians attacked Quinn and the others from behind.

      Sword met sword, and Quinn’s men pushed back until two of her men went down with arrows protruding from their heads. As the bowmen swung toward Quinn, she knew she was done. As they drew their strings back, so many thoughts flew past her mind’s eye. Gallagher, Fiona, Becca, Kennedy, Shea, Grace. So many people had touched her heart––her life. She could only hope the––

      Suddenly, an odd sound whipped by her ear. At first, she thought it was an errant arrow, but when the bowman’s chest exploded in a spray of red, she realized the dagger embedded in his chest had come from behind her.

      The second bowman was nearly cleaved in half by a well-thrown ax that hit with such force he flew eight feet backwards, landing on his back with a thud, the enormous ax protruding from his chest.

      As Quinn looked over her shoulder, she saw Lake and several others leaping through the flaming opening, sparths swinging, swords raised, battle cry filling the air. They sped by Quinn so quickly she barely had time to realize what was happening as the galloglaighs streamed out of the burning building, attacking every Barrian dumb enough not to run away.

      And many realized, too late, that Grace’s crew was the least of their concerns.

      When Lake burst through the opening with Evan thrown over his shoulder, he looked like a crazed animal. His hair was singed and his eyes were the murderous eyes of a man who had lost something precious and intended on drawing blood for vengeance.

      “Lake!”

      Lake swung his head around, ready to kill, when he recognized Quinn.

      “Is he...” Quinn couldn’t bear to say the word. At that moment, she realized that she did, in fact, care more than she should about the little laoch known as Evan.

      Gently laying Evan in Quinn’s arms, Lake said, “Not dead. Knocked on the head. Take care of him with yer life, Captain.” With that, he bounded after a man he nearly cut in half with one might swing of his bloody sparth.

      Quinn looked around and saw a group of five barrels. Quickly getting behind them, she lowered Evan to the ground. Blood from the back of Evan’s head remained on Quinn’s hands. She did not care; she was so glad that she was that he was alive. “You’re going to be all right,” Quinn whispered, staring down into Evan’s peaceful face. He was such a pretty boy, this tiny Scotsman.

      “Callaghan, look out!” someone called to her.

      Quinn barely got her sword up in time to deflect a blow that would surely have killed her.

      Rising to her feet, she held her long sword out toward her attacker, who slashed at her with his short sword. She parried the blow and in one smooth motion pulled her throwing knife from its sheath and flicked an underhand toss at him. The blade stuck in his thigh and only served to make him angrier.

      “Fuckin’ Irish piece of donkey shit!” the Barrian yelled, coming at Quinn with both blades whirling.

      She deflected the long sword, evaded the short sword, then brought the hilt around and clocked him in the cheekbone with it. His face split like a too-ripe tomato, but he was far from down.

      He was also no longer alone.

      Another Barrian joined him.

      “Ya and yer arse buddy there are gonna taste Scottish metal, laddie boy.”

      Quinn tried to back away, but Evan was directly behind her. She had no place to go and no room to maneuver.

      “Ya two better be the best ya got, or yer wives will be widows this night.”

      The second man came at her head, their swords sparking from the strength of his blow.

      She knew the first man would be swinging right about now, but she could not turn her attention from her attacker, who was preparing to deliver a second blow when the first Barrian fell dead at his feet, a short sword protruding from his gut.

      The slight hesitation gave Quinn the opening she needed. Turning a full circle, she cut his head off with one clean stroke. Pulling the short sword from the first Scot’s stomach, Quinn saw it was hers.

      Glancing behind her, she realized Evan had come to long enough to use it before passing out once more.

      The Barrian’s sword sliced through Quinn’s left shoulder, spinning her completely around. Dropping to the ground, she sliced a backhand swing at her third attacker, lodging her sword into his shinbone.

      He went down next to her, and she drove her right elbow into his face, crushing his nose and sending blood spewing everywhere. The Scot, whose leg bone still stuck onto her sword, grabbed her neck with both hands and rolled on top of her, his weight pinning her to the ground.

      The ground.

      The place she was most vulnerable. She had neither the strength nor the weight to win this battle as she struggled to wrench his hands from her neck.

      His blood dripped onto her face as he began squeezing the life out of her. His face leered angrily at her as he leaned into the chokehold. “Die ya piece-of-shite Irishman.”

      Suddenly, he was thrown off her like he was nothing more than a rag doll.

      “Not today, lad,” Lake said, bringing his sparth down on the man’s neck. “Or enna day from here on out.”

      Quinn coughed, inhaled air, and rolled over on her hands and knees. Her throat burned, but she was alive to feel it and was grateful for it.

      “It’s all right now, Captain. The beasts have fled.” Lake helped Quinn to her feet and patted her back. “Fled like the cowards they are.”

      Nodding, Quinn straightened up as Lake yanked her sword free of the Barrian’s shinbone and handed it back to her.

      “Thank ya.”

      Lake knelt down to look at Evan’s head. “He’s bleedin’ pretty badly, but he’s alive because of ya. We all are.”

      “Everraone back to the ships!” Grace ordered. “Now, before they return with their cousins and uncles!”

      As everyone scrambled for their respective ships, Quinn watched Lake pick up Evan like he was nothing more than a child. “Take him to my quarters,” she instructed. “The men will tell ya where it is.”

      “He needs a physician.”

      Grace ran up to them, spewing curses along the way. “We picked up a physician in Killybeg. I’ll send him over from the Mal. Now get a move on, Giant. I’ll not tell ya twice.”

      Quinn and Lake took off for the Breeze. She could barely keep up with him, even though he ran holding Evan.

      When they reached the ship, Quinn stopped and turned back toward the completely engulfed tavern. From where she stood, she could see the Scottish reinforcements coming toward the docks. There were at least one hundred, maybe more, and they were coming with torches.

      “Captain! The fire!”

      Grace helped one of her injured crew to his feet before looking in the direction Quinn was pointing. She understood what Quinn meant.

      They were going to set the ships on fire.

      “Pull out, Callaghan! Get that ship out of here!”

      Quinn started up the plank when it dawned on her: Grace had no intention of boarding that ship without all of her men. It was just her way in the world... a captain’s way that Quinn decided then and there that she was going to emulate.

      Leave no one behind.

      Cupping her hands to her mouth, she yelled up at Connor, “Take her out! Now! Do not wait!”

      Connor hesitated before nodding and issuing orders. The oars came to life and the Breeze slowly started pulling away.

      Just before the gangplank fell into the bay, Lake and two other galloglaighs ran back down it to join Quinn.

      “What in the hell are ya doin’?”

      Lake fairly sneered. “The three of us have never run from a fight, Captain. We aren’t aboot to start now, regardless of yer commands.”

      Quinn glanced over at the far entrance to the town. The Barrians were about a hundred yards away.

      “Goddamn it, Callaghan, I gave ya an order!” Grace barked as she half dragged, half carried a wounded crew member to them. “Where the bloody hell is Tavish? I saw him take off down a side street and––”

      The sound of horse’s hooves made them all turn, weapons at the ready.

      Sitting with reins in hand atop a flatbed carriage was Tavish. “Load ’em in fast as ya can, or we can kiss our arses goodbye.”

      While Lake and his two huge buddies loaded up half a dozen wounded, Grace checked those on the ground for signs of life.

      “Captain, we have to get out of here,” Tavish said. “Right now, or we’ll be joinin’ those on the ground.”

      Quinn nodded. “Get on!”

      Reluctantly, Grace hopped into the back of the wagon, sword drawn, blood on her face and arms. “Castle Bay has not seen the last of us,” Grace uttered under her breath.

      It was at that moment Quinn saw one of her men move on the ground and hold an arm up in the air.

      It was One Eye.

      “Don’t stop the wagon!” Grace commanded as she leapt from the back of the moving wagon. She hit the ground, rolled, came up, and sprinted toward One Eye.

      “That woman,” Lake said, shaking his head, “has the heart of a galloglaigh.”

      “Stop the wagon!” Quinn ordered.

      “Lad––ya heard her. She told us not to stop.”

      “Stop. The. Wagon.” Quinn pulled her sword out. “We live together or we die together, but we do not leave our captain behind.”

      Even before the wagon could stop, the three galloglaighs leapt from it, followed by Quinn.

      But she knew the Barrians would reach Grace before she could get One Eye to safety.

      If she were going to die, she’d rather die fighting alongside Grace O’Malley than running from a bunch of disloyal Scotsmen.

      “Callaghan, if we live through this, I’m leavin’ ya at the next port.” Grace held both her swords in front of her. “Ya never obey my commands.”

      Quinn held up her short sword. “Sir, if we live through this, I want a raise in pay.”

      With One Eye being dragged back to the wagon between the two Highlanders, Quinn, Grace, and Lake stood with weapons at the ready.

      “There must be over a hundred of them,” Grace said.

      “I’ve had worse odds,” Lake replied. “Just keep ’em in front of us, and we’ll be fine. If they surround us it will be harder to kill them.”

      Quinn and Grace both just stared at him.

      Lake offered them a rare smile as he winked. “The gods haven’t let me down yet.”

      And apparently they weren’t going to this time, either.

      The loud boom of cannon fire was followed by bodies and body parts flying in the air as the guns on the Malendroke shot ball after ball upon the oncoming Barrians, scattering them like pins as the cannons continued spewing, devastating half of the Barrians as those untouched ran for cover.

      “Come on!” Grace yelled, pulling Quinn and Lake with her. “That is our exit.”

      The three ran hard as Tavish slowed the wagon down and waited for them to jump on board. As soon as Grace yanked Quinn up, Tavish slapped the horses with the reins and they took off running.

      “Come on, ya bags of bones, get a move on!”

      Grace leaned over One Eye. He held his abdomen with one hand. Blood oozed between his fingers. “Hang on, damn ya,” Grace said, pushing on his hands with hers. “Don’t ya die on me, Eye.”

      “Sorry... Captain.”

      “Don’t be a dolt. Ya fought as bravely as ever, my friend, but if ya die, I’ll never forgive ya.”

      Quinn crawled over the other wounded to sit next to Tavish. She set her bloody sword on her lap but did not release the hilt. “Don’t slow down fer ennabody. If ennaone approaches the wagon, I’ll take care of them. Just get us to... to––”

      Grace looked up from One Eye. “The next pier. Innis will pick us up there.”

      Tavish nodded, keeping his hands tight on the reins.

      Quinn tensed every time she saw someone near the wagon, but the longer they were on the road, the fewer folks she saw. “Yer doin’ well,” Quinn said, laying her head on Tavish’s shoulder. “But I think ya can slow down now.”

      Tavish shook his head. “Not yet. Not until we reach the dock.”

      “Callaghan is right, Tavish. Slow down. Ya will run the horses into the ground, and we need to reach port safely.”

      When Tavish slowed down some, Grace returned her attention to the wounded men.

      Lake knelt over One Eye and pulled his hands off his wound. He studied the wound a moment. “He’ll die if we canna stop the bleedin’.”

      Grace leaned over and looked at the wound. “No. He will not die. Ya hear me, Eye? I forbid it.”

      But One Eye was no longer conscious.

      “Pull over up there!” Lake ordered. “Under that sycamore tree.”

      “No,” Grace countered. “We must get him to the ship, or he will die.”

      “He’ll die before then. Ya must trust me, Captain. If we do not stop the bleeding, this night shall be his last.”

      Grace looked to Quinn, who nodded. “I trust him, Captain.”

      “Do as he says, Tavish. Pull over.”

      When the wagon stopped, Lake jumped up and grabbed a large tree limb and hauled himself up into the tree.

      “What in the––”

      “Sap. I need sap.” Luke reached into a hole in the trunk and withdrew a handful before climbing back down. “Hold him.”

      Grace held One Eye and watched with a raised eyebrow as Lake carefully spread the thick sap across the gash. “It will seal the blood to prevent him from bleeding to death, but if the wound is too deep, there is nothin’ we can do.”

      Grace nodded. “Get us to the ship, Tavish. Stop fer no one.”

      They made good time and arrived just as the Malendroke entered the bay.

      “We’ll need to row out to it,” Grace said.

      “I’ll find a boat.” Quinn was out of the wagon with Lake and his two men right behind her.

      Once they found a boat large enough to carry them all, Quinn opened the purse hanging around her waist and paid the harbormaster more than he asked for.

      Lake tilted his head. “They pay ya pirates well.”

      Quinn barely grinned. “Why else be one?”

      In less than an hour, they were all aboard the Malendroke, with One Eye and the other injured down below.

      “I need that physician from the Breeze,” Grace said, grabbing her whiskey and gulping some down. “As soon as she comes this way, I need ya to get him here.”

      Nodding, Quinn went back out to the Malendroke’s deck and thanked Innis for firing.

      “Sorry it took so long.”

      “No apology necessary, Innis. Ya saved us.”

      “Not me, Callaghan. The captain saved ya. She always has an exit plan, and she had this one in place long ago.” Innis faced Quinn, one hand still on the wheel. “Ya took a big risk stayin’ with her. She’s not likely to forgive that.”

      Shrugging, Quinn felt bone-weary. “She’s our captain. I knew she’d never leave our wounded.”

      “Well, she’s either gonna toast yer courage or smack ya upside the head.”

      Turned out, she did both.

      

      Several hours later, Quinn and Lake stood over the bedside of Evan. The physician had taken care of Evan’s head. There was a lump on his head, but the gash at the back of his head had been expertly sewn up, and he was resting peacefully.

      “Ya saved his life... our lives.” Lake’s voice was low and almost inaudible. “No one but Evan thought ya’d come back fer us. He never gave up hope.”

      Quinn kept looking at Evan’s soft features: Evan, who knew she’d be back.

      “We owe ya our lives, Captain Callaghan,” Lake said more softly than Quinn had ever heard him speak.

      “It’s just Callaghan. And no, ya don’t. Ya’d have come back fer us. Ya did. Ya could have stayed on the ship, but ya didn’t. Ya saved me and saved Evan. Ya probably have saved One Eye.”

      “That remains to be seen. He took it pretty deep.”

      Evan stirred.

      “I’ll leave ya alone.” Quinn started to leave when Lake reached for her arm.

      “No. He will want to see ya.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      Lake took his hand off her arm. “Ya doona strike me as a man with little brain. Ya surely are aware of how Evan... er, never mind. I’ve got to check on the rest of my men. Some were burned bad in that fookin’ fire. Stay. Please. As a favor to me.”

      The last sentence was said with a great deal of hesitation––Quinn figured because he so seldom said it. “I’ll stay.”

      Lake nodded. “Thank ya. Make sure he’s comfortable. If he needs ennathin’, ennathin’ at all, come to me.” With that, Lake left Quinn alone with Evan.

      Pulling up a chair, Quinn picked up Evan’s hand. It was so much smaller than her own. “I’m here, Evan.” Glancing down at his gentle features, she traced his eyebrow with her index finger. “What spell have you cast on me, little laoch?”

      Quinn sat with Evan for two more hours. Four times, one of her crew came to her quarters to report on the repairs. The fifth time, Tavish pulled up a chair next to her.

      “How’s he doin’?”

      “Hard to say. He’s alive.”

      “Well then, that’s somethin’, ain’t it?” Tavish patted Quinn’s shoulder. “Ya okay, lad? Ya seem a bit withdrawn.”

      Quinn sighed. “I knew some Scots opposed Mary, but I had no idea what we were truly facing. It seems like half her countrymen wish her dead.”

      “Aye, lad. I fear fer the worst where Mary is concerned. I doona ken if we will arrive in time to help her.”

      “Grace O’Malley is correct in her assessment of the Scottish situation. Without Scotland between us, it truly is only a matter of time before Elizabeth comes after Ireland. That is all I shall say on the matter.”

      When Tavish was gone, Quinn started to leave. Evan’s hand reached out for her and gently held her hand.

      Sitting back down, Quinn held his hand once again. “I’m here. I’m here.” Laying her head on the edge of the bed, Quinn closed her eyes. “I’m not goin’ ennawhere, Evan. I promise.”

      When she opened them, it was dark out. She thought about checking on her crew, but her eyelids were too heavy and her body was still sore and weary. Instead, she climbed in next to Evan, who was now asleep facing the wall.

      Checking Evan’s head, Quinn was relieved to see the bump had gone down a bit. “Ya better be alive when I wake up.”

      As her eyelids slammed shut and her fatigued body relaxed into the bed, she thought about Fiona and how much she loved sleeping with her. Her soft body always yielded to her as they lay together like two spoons. Fiona would back her arse up into Quinn’s thighs and comment on how nice it was not to deal with a dick against her back and how amazingly soft Quinn’s skin was.

      As her mind drifted to different tangents, she threw her arm over Evan’s body. It fit into hers much like Fiona’s.

      As her hand brushed across Evan’s nightshirt, Quinn’s eyes suddenly popped open.

      In her hand was a small lump of flesh that shouldn’t have been there: The same sort of lump she tucked her hand under whenever she slept with Fiona.

      Was it possible?

      Had she overlooked Evan the way everyone overlooked her?

      How had she missed the fact that

      Evan

      Was

      A

      Woman?

      

      The next morning, Quinn was at the helm, following in the Malendroke’s wake as they rounded Northern Scotland. She’d been up since before dawn checking on the repairs and making sure the Breeze could make it the rest of the way.

      All she could think about was Evan. A woman. Suddenly, she was relieved to know she had not had feelings for a man. She had not been able to figure out how that could happen, and now she knew—she happily knew.

      She just did not know quite what to do about it.

      Two of Lake’s men had died during the night; one from burns, the other from an ax wound. Lake would not allow the crew to throw the bodies overboard.

      Quinn lost five of her crew in the melee. The Scots had had the numbers and the advantage initially, but Grace’s crew had fought back valiantly. Still the loss of Irish life was something she’d never gotten accustomed to.

      What had amazed Quinn the most was the ferocity with which the galloglaighs fought. Reckless abandon was putting it mildly. They appeared to enjoy it thoroughly, and she’d never seen anything like it.

      Still, a loss was a loss, and they’d lost too many this round.

      “How’d little Evan fare through the night?” Lake’s voice cut through the cool morning air.

      Quinn stared straight ahead, the knowledge of Evan’s secret burning a hole through her. “Slept all the way through. I think he’ll be fine.”

      A long pause.

      “I appreciate ya watchin’ him overnight.”

      Quinn gripped the wheel tighter. Could it be? No. It was impossible that Lake didn’t know. Of course he knew. She came to his family as a young girl. “No worries, Lake. It is what we do fer each other on Grace O’Malley’s ships.”

      “Much appreciated. Evan... is special. To me. To my family. To me people. He... has saved me life more times than I can count.”

      This made Quinn turn. “He saved ya?”

      Lake nodded. “A good laoch cuidich is worth their weight in gold, Callaghan. They make sure the right weapon is in yer hand at the right time. They keep ya fed, watered, healthy. One time, I was fightin’ three men at a time and me sparth took an odd hit that cracked it, renderin’ it unusable. I was a dead man at that moment, but Evan saw it all before it happened. It was like he had a sense aboot it. He called me name. When I turned, there was an ax comin’ at me end over end and a sword doin’ the same. I threw my arms up and both weapons landed smack in me hands.” He shook his head. “Took no talent on me part. I just flung me hands out in front of me and they landed in me palms as if summoned. I got ’em, whirled around, and cut all three down without breakin’ stride. I went from dead man to the only man left standin’ all because of his instincts.”

      “He saved yer life.”

      “More than once. Evan is family. And what ya did––protectin’ him that way––well, that makes ya one of us... and we are special, we galloglaighs. Ya have our allegiance, Callaghan. Now and forever, if ya ever need us, just call and we will come runnin’.”

      When Lake was gone, Quinn regripped the wheel, questions swirling around in her mind.

      Evan was a woman.

      A woman.

      Like her.

      Wearing men’s clothes, fighting in a man’s world, being as much a man as any man on the ship—Evan was just like her.

      Just like her.

      Suddenly, Quinn wondered how many others out there were like her? How many women eschewed their traditional clothing in favor of pants and a jerkin? How many other women were sick of the roles they were forced into?

      At least two she knew of.

      What did that mean to her?

      As the wind blew through her hair and she kept her eyes on the main mast of Grace’s ship, Quinn could not stop the warm feeling flowing through her veins when she thought about Evan’s soft lips and creamy skin.

      Then there was the way Evan had called to her... No, not the way Evan called to her, but the way her call stoked the fire within Quinn.

      And it had burned her deeply. It was burning her now.

      “Ya keep thinkin’ that hard and yer head’s gonna bust.”

      It was Tavish.

      Quinn just shrugged. “Lots to think about since that damnable island.”

      “I ken that ya and Captain O’Malley are close––closer than most of us... but... well... if ya ever need to talk to someone, lad, ya can always talk to me. Ya can trust me, Callaghan. Hell, ya’ve trusted me with yer life, but never yer secrets. Never those.”

      Quinn’s head whipped around. “Secrets? What are you talking about?”

      Tavish leaned closer. “We all have them, lad. Some are bigger than others, and the one ya’ve been carryin’ might be the biggest one on this ship.” He laid his hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “I can help shoulder some of that burden, if ya’d let me.”

      Quinn stared straight ahead, her heart racing.

      How could she trust this man with her life, her very life, and yet not confide in him about who she really was? Was her fear of rejection so great she couldn’t bring herself to trust a man who had and would lay his life down for her?

      Suddenly, she felt inches tall.

      “When yer ready, lad. I’ll be here.”

      As Tavish walked away, Quinn inhaled a deep lungful of sea air. Maybe he was right about shedding some of her skin. She remembered how great it felt when Grace knew. It took a load off her to know she could be herself around someone.

      Herself.

      Funny thing was, she wasn’t sure who she was anymore.

      She’d spent so much time being Callaghan, she wasn’t even sure she knew who Quinn Gallagher was anymore.

      

      They docked in Aberdeen to pick up supplies and more local galloglaighs that Lake knew. When the Scots left the dock area, Grace and her crew hustled about the village collecting food and supplies, checking the riggings, and making sure all three ships were in excellent working order before making the final push down the coast.

      Grace, Quinn, Tavish, and Innis stood on the pier watching the men checking, loading, and scurrying about doing their duties.

      “Word has it the queen is inland at her place in Jedburgh,” Tavish said.

      “Jedburgh?”

      Tavish nodded. “Aye. By the looks of it, she is stayin’ on the move. Somethin’ must have happened while we were away.”

      “Even with a baby?” Quinn asked.

      “Especially with the baby.”

      Grace and Quinn exchanged looks.

      “Tavish, I need ya and Innis to check on the taverns. Make sure the Scots are goin’ fer more fighters and not drinkin’ their day away. We need to be in and out before noon.”

      When they were gone, Grace stood next to Quinn, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “You sent them away so we could talk.”

      Grace nodded once. It was several more minutes before she spoke. “What is goin’ on in yer mind, Callaghan?”

      “My mind, sir?”

      “Ya know what I’m askin’ ya. Yer heart is heavy––”

      “So is yours.”

      “Aye. I suppose that is how I know.” Grace turned to her. “I thought killin’ Hugh’s murderers would make me feel somewhat better. That blood fer blood would ease some of my pain. It has not. What I would not give fer one more hour with him, one more kiss, one more night in his arms. Blood did not bring him back or give me that time.”

      “Your heart is broken.”

      Long pause. “Aye.”

      Quinn wanted to comfort her, to put her arms around her and hug her, but she couldn’t. Not here. Maybe not anywhere.

      “Callaghan, we live in a violent world. Hell, we are violence incarnate. Our loved ones have us on borrowed time... or vice versa. It is not a place most women would ever choose to be.”

      “Captain, is there something you’re trying to say to me?”

      Grace set her hands on Quinn’s shoulders. “I don’t know what all ya have left with Fiona, but she’s a married woman with a child now. She has a husband with a great deal of influence and money. She needs to keep that man happy, and he needs to keep her safe. It’s high time ya loved someone who can love ya back. I’m thinkin’ it might be that wee little glaigh.”

      “Sir?”

      “The men do not see it, but I do. It is clear ya have feelins fer her.” Grace held her hand up. “I have not survived this long on the open sea without havin’ open eyes. I know ya, Callaghan. I know that ya have feelins fer the whelp.” Grace lowered her hand. “And I apologize fer puttin’ ya in this position, Callaghan, but we cannot move freely about Scotland unless there is some important reason to do so. The Scots believe this to be true. We’ve not run into one issue since the engagement was announced.”

      “Well, here I am. Am I to pretend marry Young Mary in Jedburgh? Is that your plan, or do we just allow the story to float out there, giving us a reason to be in Scotland?”

      Grace nodded. “If I coulda done it differently, Callaghan, dontcha think I would have? There will be no marriage, pretend or otherwise. We just needed a story to keep people at bay. I thought ya knew that.”

      Quinn shrugged “It does not matter anymore, Captain. It’s over with Fiona.”

      Grace adjusted her sword belt. “I’m sorry to hear that, I truly am, but it is fer the best. She is not of our kind, nor are we hers. Ya had a good time and were loved well, but a baby changes everrathin’. So what about Becca? That woman loves ya somethin’ fierce.”

      Quinn cocked her head. “Captain?”

      “Look, Callaghan, I’m not afraid to admit it. I...” Grace looked away for a moment, then turned back. “I don’t want to lose ya to the land, to a broken heart, to––”

      “Lose me? Why on earth do you think––” Quinn stopped in mid-sentence, with the realization of what was really going on here. “You blame yourself for Fiona leaving me.”

      “Ya’ve been distant. Quiet. I can tell somethin’ has crept into yer heart. Somethin’ big. Somethin’ that has taken the sting out of yer pain from Fiona. I am glad of it. Really.”

      Quinn stared straight ahead as the truth pushed its way past her guarded heart and out of her mouth. “I think I do have feelings for Evan, sir. You’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right.” Grace chuckled.

      “She’s like me. No one else knows but us, Captain.”

      “Does she return yer––”

      “She doesn’t know that I know, but yes, Lake believes she might return my affection.”

      “Ah. That’s a problem. Well, one problem. She is a laoch ciudich. That’s the other. She won’t leave Lake or their clan. What is wrong with ya, Callaghan, that ya can’t find a good Irish woman who is attainable?”

      Quinn raised her eyebrows.

      “Besides the obvious, I mean. Ya keep fallin’ fer women ya can’t have. Ya do realize that, right?”

      Quinn frowned. “In case you haven’t noticed, Captain, nearly every woman alive falls into that category in my life.”

      “I suppose yer right. Fiona and Becca both know the truth and love ya nonetheless. Though, truth to tell, if a man had fooled me on such a scale, I’d have run him through just fer playin’ with my heart. So what are ya goin’ to do?”

      Shrugging, Quinn started back for the Breeze. “There’s nothing to do, Captain. Like you said, she’s a woman I can’t have. I’ll have to learn to live with that. Again.” Trudging up the plank to the Breeze, Quinn checked on the riggings and spoke to a few of her crew before opening the door to her quarters.

      Evan was not in the bed.

      “Figures,” Quinn muttered, closing the door. “I can’t seem to keep a woman in––”

      From behind the door, Evan threw her arms around Quinn’s shoulders, pinning her to the door, her full lips silencing Quinn’s surprise or objection.

      The kiss started out with passion and continued with it even as Evan pulled Quinn back to the bed. They kissed and kissed, giving and receiving tongues, biting lower lips and consuming each other’s mouths with a fire that stunned Quinn. When their lips finally disengaged, Quinn tried pulling away, but Evan’s grip was solid. There would be no escaping this woman. Not this time.

      “Uh-uh. Ya’ve gotten away from me fer the last time, Cap.” Evan leaned up and kissed Quinn again, keeping her arms tightly around Quinn’s neck where they remained until Quinn relaxed into her arms. They kissed for what felt like hours, their bodies melting into each other’s.

      Slowly pulling away, Quinn looked into Evan’s blue eyes. There were yellow flakes surrounding her pupils and a hungry expression in them that made Quinn want her all the more. “I’m glad yer feelin’ better. Ya took quite a bump.”

      “What I am feelin’, Cap, has nothin’ to do with me head.” Evan kissed her deeply once more, offering her her tongue and holding her body closer.

      When Quinn came up for air, she stared into eyes that said they wanted her. All of her.

      “I’m told ya protected me, Cap. Then took care of me.”

      “Is that what the kiss was fer?”

      Evan grinned. “No. That kiss was the kiss ya’ve been wantin’ since ya met me.”

      Quinn laughed. “And what makes ya think that, little laoch?”

      “Yer eyes never leave my lips. Ever. So here they are. I give them to ya freely.”

      Quinn lowered her mouth once more, more gently this time, taking it slowly, running her tongue along Evan’s teeth and lips, lightly touching her tongue. As she kissed her, they slowly sank to the bed.

      When she finally pulled back, Quinn felt a burning in her body only a few women had managed to stoke... only this was different. This felt... it felt like home. Like it was just... right. Maybe it was that Evan was unencumbered with a family and social standings. Maybe it was just that Quinn knew the truth of who she was and that bonded them.

      “Was it everrathin’ ya’d hoped for?” Evan asked, grinning. “Ya’ve been starin’ so hard, I thought yer eyes were gonna blow outta yer head. I am like ya, Cap... a person not who people think I am, nor are ya.”

      Quinn smiled. “I did not know ya knew.”

      “I kenned the night ya got drunk, but I didna want to say ennathin’. I ken how it is to share that and figured ya’d tell me when ya wanted.”

      “So why now? Because I saved ya?”

      Evan stroked Quinn’s cheek. “No. Because ya care. It’s always much better when ya care aboot the person ya have sex with, and I ken ya care aboot me.”

      Rolling over, Quinn laid her forearm across her eyes. “To be really honest with ya, Evan, I don’t want to care.”

      Evan rolled on her side, propped up on her elbow. “I ken ya doona want to feel what yer feelin’ fer me. I feel the same way.”

      “And?”

      Evan traced Quinn’s eyebrow with one finger. “And the way I see it, a little comfort before we part ways is a far nicer life than none at all.”

      Turning her face so it was inches from Evan’s, Quinn could feel her pulse between her legs. “That’s a nice way of lookin’ at it, I suppose. It’s a tough life we lead. Hard. Chokin’. To find a soft place to land is really important.”

      Quinn stared into Evan’s eyes. “Does Lake know?”

      Evan nodded. “Of course he kens. He didna want me at first, but I kenned him better than enna other laoch cuidich, so his da made him give me a chance. I had spent hours watchin’ them train. Then I spent hours trainin’ with them. I sharpened blades, I fixed hilts, I was even a movin’ target sometimes. I worked in the background, takin’ it all in, learnin’ everrathin’ I could. When I finally got my chance, I made the best of it. Lake and his da decided I was in all sorts of danger bein’ a female, so they fixed up male clothes fer me and sent Lake and me off to other galloglaighs.”

      “It is hard bein’ a woman movin’ through a man’s world dressed as a man.”

      “It is. So ya needn’t worra that I would reveal yer secret. We both have a great deal to lose should our secrets be set free. So relax. Yer secrets—all of them—are safe with me.”

      Quinn slowly nodded. She realized Evan was right. They both held the fate of the other in their hands. They were safe with each other. “Why didn’t ya say somethin’?”

      “Not me place. I would never want ya to feel cornered or trapped. If ya wanted me to ken, ya’d have told me, so I let it be.”

      “Then why attack me when I walked in the door with no conversation, no discussion?”

      Evan leaned over and kissed Quinn’s lips softly. “Because I couldna wait another second. Cap, ya came back. Ya came back fer me. I kenned ya would. I kept tellin’ Lake ya would. I had no doubt.”

      “Really?”

      “Aye. I felt a connection with ya, Cap, early on, even before I kenned ya were a woman. Ya felt it, too. That’s why I was certain ya’d come fer me... I woulda come back fer ya as well.”

      Caressing Evan’s cheek, Quinn sighed loudly. She felt so comfortable with Evan. “I know ya would have. I was scared to death I would not make it in time. I almost didn’t.”

      “But ya did, and Lake will forever be in yer debt. He thinks verra highly of ya and yer Captain O’Malley. She is a warrior, that woman. Does she ken aboot ya?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. She is the only one on our ship who does.”

      Lying with her head in the crook of Quinn’s arm, Evan signed contentedly. “At least ya have someone to talk to aboot it. Lake refuses to have enna discussion. He says if I am goin’ to play at bein’ a man, then I have to go all in.”

      Quinn played with Evan’s short hair. “So he never––”

      “Never. He was never interested in me as a girl. A part of me believes he’s convinced himself that I am not. He doesna ask, and I doona talk aboot me feelins.”

      “It’s probably safer that way.”

      “Aye. He canna think of me safety while fightin’. That would be the death of him. A great warrior must have a clear head and spirit to fight well.” Evan snuggled in. “I doona ken what I would do without him.”

      Kissing the side of her head, Quinn held her tighter. “I would apologize fer draggin’ ya into this, but then I wouldn’t have met ya.”

      Evan pulled Quinn tighter, their bodies fitting together like puzzle pieces. “Careful, Cap. The last thing ya want to do is to fall in love with me.”

      Quinn eased back so she could look into Evan’s face. “Ya think I could fall in love so easily?”

      Evan smiled softly. “Aw. How cute. It’s too late, ain’t it? Ya feel somethin’ fer me. Ya doona hafta admit it, lass. I can tell by the way ya look at me.”

      Before she could deny it, Evan kissed her again, and they kissed until Quinn melted into the bed, fast asleep in the arms of another woman.

      

      The rest of the voyage was uneventful after we left Aberdeen. Evan and Lake returned to the Malendroke at the next port of call. With all sails repaired and plenty of land provisions for the ride to Jedburgh, everything was in order.

      Well, almost everything.

      Evan and I fell asleep in each other’s arms. Our bodies fit together as if we were made at the same time. It was one of the best sleeps I’ve had in a long time.

      When I woke up, she was gone. That didn’t surprise me at all. What did surprise me was that she and Lake had moved to the Mystery for the remainder of the voyage. I didn’t know if it was him or her who removed them to the other ship––maybe it doesn’t matter––but they’re gone, and I feel an emptiness I hadn’t expected to feel.

      Was Evan right?

      Have I fallen in love with her?

      If I have, then it happened so quickly it snuck up on me before I was ready for it––before I was prepared. Before I even knew it was happening. But something inside me seems to have changed. Sex with her was not fucking. It was not just some roll in the hay with a sexy woman. No, this meant something deep in the marrow of my bones. Still...

      Grace was right.

      I would be a fool to get involved with a Scottish woman––a laoch cuidich––someone whose life was even more dangerous than my own. I would be a fool to love another fighter, another killer, another warrior.

      I would be a fool.

      Maybe I am.

      What is wrong with me?

      Why do I keep falling for women I cannot have? Do I not truly want to be with anyone? Am I trying to protect potential lovers by latching onto those who cannot actually be with me?

      I have to wonder.

      And while I wonder, I keep my eyes on the ship behind us, wondering if Evan feels the pull as strongly as I. I wonder if she is looking at the Breeze and thinking of me as I glance at the Malendroke and wonder about her.

      I wonder a great deal as we sail around the coast of a country whose only asset to us is that it is a buffer between Ireland and England.

      And whisky.

      I understand their penchant for the evil liquid.

      The weather is getting colder and colder and the whisky takes the edge off. That edge pierces through all clothing and reaches in to the marrow of one’s bones.

      I’ll be glad to be on the back of a horse and riding to Jedburgh.

      Or maybe I’ll just be happy to be with Evan again.

      Whatever the case, I’m looking forward to getting off this small ship.

      I miss the Malendroke.

      I miss Grace.

      I miss Fiona.

      I miss my family.

      My family. I miss Patrick more than I have in a long time. I do miss his silly jokes.

      But the truth of it is... I miss Evan already.

      And that is going to be a problem.

      

      The ride to Jedburgh saw Quinn taking the lead with the galloglaighs riding far better than the pirates, who always struggled with the horses.

      Quinn barely had time to catch Evan’s eye before mounting her brown gelding and taking off for Jedburgh, the galloglaighs riding expertly behind.

      “Slow down, will ya, Callaghan?” Tavish yelled as he rode up to her.

      Quinn glanced up from her horse. She’d been so focused on riding, she hadn’t realized how far they’d gone before she’d looked up. So many questions swirled around in her mind... about Evan, about Mary, about what her life was becoming. She had started out as a temporary pirate looking for her friend. Now she was a woman who had almost forgot how to act like one.

      “Sorry.”

      Tavish glanced over his shoulder. The others were at least fifty yards away. “Bein’ preoccupied is hazardous, lad. Ya wanna talk aboot it?”

      Quinn shook her head.

      “Most times, when a man bows his neck, puts his head down and puts his ‘fuck-it’ boots on, it’s because of a woman.”

      “Is that what ya think?”

      “Lad, I doona ken what to think. I just ken ya’ve been... actin’ strange ever since the galloglaighs got on board. What is it that has ya in such a state? Ya can trust me, Callaghan. After all we’ve been through, ya ken ya can trust me.”

      “I know that, Tavish, and I do. With my life.”

      “Well then, when yer ready to talk aboot it, I’m here.”

      Quinn glanced up at the ramparts of the castle. “Looks like we’re all here.”

      The castle, like most in Scotland, was a monstrous stone structure, cold in appearance and stark against the light-blue sky. The surrounding area was dotted with various trees and bushes scattered about.

      “Your people don’t do anything halfway, do you?”

      “Let me ride ahead and let them ken who we are. Keep the men here. Let them stretch and walk around a wee bit. We doona want them thinkin’ we’re attackin’.”

      “Hurry back, Tavish. The men are tired and hungry, and we’ve both seen how much these men can eat.”

      Tavish turned in his saddle. “Ya and Innis did real good, lad, collectin’ these fighters and bringin’ ’em here. Ya got ’em here with verra little loss.”

      “Very little is still too much.”

      Tavish stared at her a moment. “We had to go back fer them. It was the right decision to make, lad. We lost some men, true, but that’s to be expected when a bunch of sea lovers fight on land.”

      Quinn frowned. “You think that’s why we lost them?”

      Tavish nodded. “We are used to fightin’ in close quarters, lad. Tightly knit, short swings, back to back. In the wide open spaces, pirates doona fight like they should.”

      Quinn nodded. She’d seen that firsthand years before when they’d had to fight their way out of Calais, France. They’d lost a number of men that day for the very same reason.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Ya do that. I’ll be back. Doona engage if they come fer ya.”

      “Understood.”

      When Tavish spurred his horse forward, Quinn turned her horse around and addressed Lake, making sure her eyes did not stray over to Evan. “May I speak with ya privately?”

      Lake clicked his tongue, his horse walking forward to stand head to hind quarters. “Aye?”

      “While we wait, how would ya feel about trainin’ our men in land battle techniques?”

      “Land battle techniques?”

      “Aye. Teach them how ya approach battle on the field. We are pirates, after all.”

      Lake looked around. “Here?”

      “What else do we have to do while we wait?”

      “For Grace O’Malley? Where is yer captain, ennaway? Where has she gone to?”

      “On her way. She is pullin’ up the rear.”

      Lake considered this. “Which is odd.”

      “She has a plan, and it doesn’t involve gettin’ pinned in from behind.”

      Lake rubbed his beard. “And?”

      “And she’s makin’ sure we have the numbers.”

      “Yer Captain O’Malley kens a lot of good people.”

      “That she does, and she knows how to protect her crew. I’m askin’ that ya and yer fighters do the same.”

      Turning his horse around, Lake ordered his men to dismount. Then he threw out a string of commands in rapid-fire Scottish.

      His men all drew their weapons.

      The pirates all drew theirs as well.

      “Hold,” Quinn held her hand up. “I’ve asked the glaighs to help train us in better land fightin’. We’ve taken some loss of life since we landed in Scotland. We do not want to lose enna more. So until Tavish returns, I want us to stay sharp and learn from these warriors.”

      There was a slight grumble from the pirates, but Quinn quieted them with a glare. “It wasn’t a request.”

      The galloglaighs lined up in battle formation.

      They moved forward on command, whirling their pikes and striking them against the other glaighs who were coming toward them. It was like a dance they did: strike, parry, understrike, parry, lunge, parry.

      Quinn was fascinated.

      On the deck of a ship, there was limited room to fight, so the pirates tended to do their fighting in close, with short swords in one hand and a knife or dagger in the other. This was something entirely different.

      They trained until they could barely lift their arms. As they rested, Grace rode up with another four dozen men.

      “Are ya anticipatin’ trouble straight away, Captain?” Innis asked Grace.

      “I won’t be caught off guard. These Scots are sneaky bastards.” Her gaze scanned the crowd of men in front of her. “What’s goin’ on here?”

      “Trainin’,” Connor grunted. “Callaghan’s idea.”

      Grace’s spurred her horse up to Quinn. “Well done, Callaghan. What are we waitin’ fer?”

      “Me,” Tavish answered, riding up. “The queen will see ya now, Captain.”

      Nodding, Grace gently urged her horse forward. “Verra well.”

      “And... um... Callaghan as well.”

      Quinn’s head swung around toward Tavish. “Me?”

      Tavish nodded. “It is what she said. No Callaghan, no meetin’. Not certain why, though I can tell ya she is quite happy to see that we have arrived in one piece.”

      “How is she?”

      Tavish shrugged. “Agitated. Paranoid. I think she is surprised we returned.”

      “Because everraone else has turned on her?”

      “Maybe. Come, Callaghan. The sooner ya meet with her, the sooner we can get our men out off the field.”

      As Quinn and Grace followed after Tavish, Grace leaned over. “Callaghan, I’m sorry I’ve asked ya to go through with this.”

      “I know, sir. So am I, but the needs of the many and all that.”

      When they appeared before the queen in her private chambers, Mary rose and approached Quinn. She had lost most of her baby weight and looked much better than the grief-stricken, bedridden woman they had left, though Quinn could still see the stress of betrayal on her face.

      “Whenever I have needed assistance, you and Grace O’Malley have come here to help. I do not think you realize how much that means to me.”

      “You are a friend and ally, Your Majesty.”

      Mary inhaled deeply, her ample bosom rising and falling. “I could use friends right now, Callaghan. It is a cold and lonely throne at times.”

      “It is a cruel world out there, Your Highness. Finding good friends and reliable allies proves difficult for us all in the wake of English expansion.”

      “I fear I am in short supply of both these days.” To Grace, Mary said, “Dear friend, you have brought me fighters I can only hope will choose to stay and fight for Scotland. I ken they are some of the greatest warriors in the whole of Europe. Would that I did not need them, but I fear I will, so thank you.”

      Grace nodded once. “May I be so bold, Yer Majesty?”

      Mary cocked her head. “Of course, Grace. I have always appreciated your perceptions.”

      “It is not a perception but an observation and question. We have heard that yer husband has, indeed, entered into a secret conspiracy with the Protestant lords and nobles prior to the two of ya seekin’ refuge in Dunbar Castle. I need to know whether or not ya trust him.”

      “Trust Darnley? Of course not. Nor shall I ever. He is a pox on us all, but I cannot so easily dispose of a husband who is an English citizen. Elizabeth would see cause to invade if I did.”

      Grace and Quinn looked at each other, an unspoken acknowledgment between them.

      “I see,” Grace said. “Is that the real reason why we are here, Yer Majesty? To take care of the Darnley problem?”

      Mary turned and walked a few paces to her high-backed chair. “Not at all. Elizabeth is looking for any reason to launch ships at either of us. We’ll not give her one. What I do need the galloglaighs for is a trip across the countryside.”

      “A... trip?”

      “Aye. I must pay a visit to the countryside. To Lord Bothwell at Hermitage Castle. He was injured at the border and has news for my ears only. We leave at the end of the day.”

      Grace appeared taken aback. “How many of the glaighs will ya––”

      “All of them. I’ll take all. You and your crew are welcome to stay here. I shan’t be more than a day. It will give you time to prepare for the wedding.”

      “The weddin’... aye,” Grace said.

      “I must be off. You and your men are welcome. Enjoy a moment’s peace. We are off shortly.”

      When Quinn and Grace headed back to the men, they found them all sitting beneath three trees and partaking of the whisky and Scotch of which the galloglaighs seemed to have a never-ending supply.

      “Lake, the queen wants ya and yer men to meet her at the stables. Ya will need fresh horses fer the ride to Hermitage Castle,” Grace said.

      Lake rose and dusted his arse off. “Hermitage Castle? That’s a three-hour ride, at least.”

      Grace nodded. “Aye. Yer men can eat at the stables. She will have food brought down. Ya leave shortly to scout if that is what she requires.”

      Nodding, Lake gave the orders in Scottish Gaelic and watched as his men mounted their horses. “Which way to the stables?”

      Quinn pointed, her eyes locked on Evan.

      “Down that way.”

      Lake walked with his horse, Evan sitting behind him. “We’ll protect the queen, Captain, but who’ll protect ya?”

      Grace grinned. “We will. Don’t worra. Keep her safe. Keep yerselves safe. Come back quickly.”

      When the Scots were gone, Grace and her crew headed back up to the castle.

      “Eat, drink, and be merry, boys, but do not, I repeat, do not anger the Scots.”

      When the men scattered, Grace, Innis, Tavish, and Fitz headed to the kitchen, where the cook handed them plates piled high with meats. When they sat at the huge oak table usually reserved for the help, Grace said to Quinn, “We have business to tend to on the water. Do whatever ya gotta do, but rest assured, this marriage with Young Mary will remain a ruse.”

      Quinn nodded and headed toward the main quarters. It would be easy finding Young Mary. She never strayed far from the queen’s quarters. When Quinn rounded a corner, she ran right into the girl.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry.”

      “Callaghan!” Mary’s lilting voice rose. Young Mary bowed as she backed away from Quinn, her face alight with joy. “I was down in the cellar when first you came or I would have been here to greet you.”

      Quinn straightened her clothes, and dust poofed into the air as she did. “Young Mary. I wondered why I had not yet seen you.” Taking Mary’s hand, Quinn kissed the back of it. “You look ravishing.”

      They stood for a moment just looking at each other, neither saying a word.

      “Fear not, Young Mary, our plan is still the same. We will act as if the wedding is upon us. The court will be filled with fanfare and excitement, but I promise you shall not be wedded to me when this is over. We need only keep people of the court talking about the nuptials.

      Young Mary’s eyes filled with hope. “Truly? I am always so afraid this will not go well.”

      Quinn kissed her hand again. “It absolutely will. Thank you for this.”

      Young Mary looked around. “You needn’t worry about me, Callaghan. We are all doing what we can to save the crown and protect our monarch.” With that, Mary slipped around the corner, leaving Quinn feeling impending dread of a wedding that, like her, was a fake.

      She was a fake.

      Everything about her was a planned ruse, a masquerade, a disguise that was weighing heavily on her shoulders. How much longer could she keep this up?

      As she walked through the castle, Quinn thought about Gallagher and Fiona.

      Her heart hurt.

      Fiona would never be hers.

      Gallagher would never be hers.

      Evan would never be hers.

      A life together with another woman could never be hers.

      It begged the question: What would be hers?

      

      “What’s wrong with her?” Grace asked Young Mary the day after the queen’s return from seeing Lord Bothwell. The queen had taken ill on her trip and there was a question as to whether or not she would ever be well again.

      Wringing her hands out in the hallway outside of Mary’s chambers, Young Mary paced back and forth. “I do not ken. She came home and went straight to her bedchamber claiming a bad stomach and pounding head.”

      “Was she poisoned?” Grace asked as the door to the queen’s chambers cracked opened.

      Young Mary shrugged. “We... do not ken.”

      “The French physician we brought is in with her. It took him a while to calm her, but now he is tendin’ to her.” Grace started into the bedchambers, brushing by the guard. “I shall return shortly, Callaghan. Do not leave here. Somethin’ evil is afoot and we must be ever vigilante.”

      When Grace disappeared into the room, Quinn took Young Mary in her arms and held her for a long time. “She is going to be fine. He is one of the best physicians in the whole of Europe.”

      When Young Mary pulled away, she lightly touched Quinn’s face. “You are so gentle and kind.”

      “I am... flattered, my lady, but as you know, I am nothing at all like I appear.”

      Young Mary smiled sweetly. “You appear like a light in the darkness every time you arrive in Scotland. You appear kind and gentle, sweet and caring. You and your captain care for my queen in a manner she deserves from her real subjects.” Tears welled up in Young Mary’s eyes.

      “You are scared.”

      Young Mary nodded. “My queen... I am so frightened for her. She became ill so quickly. I... we do suspect poison. Of course we do. She has enemies everywhere.”

      Grace came out from the outer chamber where a small handful of the queen’s trusted men waited. Her face was long and concerned.

      “No...”

      Grace held up her hand. “She has sent someone to inform Catherine de Medici of her sickness.”

      “Cather––”

      “Did they send for Lord Bothwell?” Young Mary asked. “She will want him there.”

      Quinn could only shake her head. How many lovers did the queen have? There seemed to be a never-ending supply of them, but with each one came another danger.

      “Catherine is regent to the king of France,” Quinn said, almost to herself. “She raised Mary from princess to queen. If anyone can protect her from Elizabeth, it is Catherine.”

      Grace nodded. “Mary, they want ya back inside.”

      Young Mary cast a fearful gaze at Quinn before scurrying back through the door.

      Grace pulled Quinn away from the door. “It does not bode well fer the queen. I do not know what happened, but she is in a bad, bad way. We should have gone with her, goddamn it.”

      “Is it... has she been poisoned?”

      Grace bit her lower lip as she considered her answer. “Rumors abound that Bothwell might verra well be her lover. If Darnley found out, it is possible he poisoned the queen, yes. We simply do not know.”

      Quinn inhaled deeply and pinched the bridge of her nose. The Scottish queen was in far more danger from her friends than ever she was from her enemies. That much was clear.

      “How’s the prince? Did anything happen with the baby?”

      “He vomited and then seemed to feel better, but we do not know if he was poisoned as well or if it was just from the carriage ride.”

      Quinn shook her head slowly. “If Darnley suspected Rizzio is the father and that Bothwell is her other lover, it makes sense he might poison her to get to the throne. Bastard.”

      Grace stepped closer. “Except that Bothwell is also ill. He has been brought to the lower chambers as per the queen’s wishes. She wants him close in order to... in order fer him to hear her last wishes should it come to that.”

      Quinn blanched. “Last wishes? I thought––”

      “Callaghan, the queen is in dire need of medical aid, and I am unsure if she will make it through the night.”

      “The French physician? Can’t he help?”

      “It took a long time to get them to allow him entrance into her chambers. Her advisors were hard to convince, but they are desperate to save her now.” Grace backed away. “Ya need not continue with the charade of the marriage now, Callaghan. That is truly the least of our worries. The queen’s illness will now take over the court rumor mill.”

      This news swept over Quinn. “What’s changed?”

      “Havin’ the French physician on board and ready to serve. It appears to the cabinet that we left here months ago in order to secure a physician fer Her Majesty. If he saves her, he saves ya as well. Word will travel that we sought a physician fer her, and therefore there is no need to marry falsely.”

      Quinn nodded but said nothing. The ways of court seemed so strange to her. Half-truths, lies of omission, and secrets abounded, with the people being fed whatever information the court’s privy council wanted to feed them.

      It made her sick to have been a pawn in this, and though she understood why, it no longer sat well with her.

      “I am sorry I asked it of ya, my friend. It was wrong of me. We were––”

      “It is all right, sir. Can he... will he be able to save her?”

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t look verra good.”

      “Captain? The truth, please.” Quinn tilted her head as she waited.

      “I don’t know, Callaghan. I truly do not. All I know is that the queen is vulnerable right now. Verra, verra vulnerable. Our galloglaighs must be vigilant. It is times like these when a monarch faces her greatest challenge, her fiercest foes. We will not allow them to reach her. We will do everrathin’ we can to protect her.”

      “Because she is your friend?”

      “Because she is a queen who might be able to withstand Elizabeth’s advances if she can hang on.”

      The answer did not surprise Quinn. Everything Grace O’Malley did was in the name of Ireland. Even down to her friendship with the Scottish queen, Grace would stop at nothing to protect her beloved Ireland.

      “Aye. I’ll make sure that we––”

      “No. Ya need to stand guard right here. Her orders, not mine. She trusts ya implicitly, Callaghan. Ya and ya alone.”

      Quinn remembered the oath she made to Mary the first time they met. Mary bade her to remember that when she needed Quinn most, that she would come.

      That moment had arrived.

      “Her? The queen wants me?”

      “Aye. What we are not tellin’ a soul is that she has gone blind and can barely speak. I do not know what kind of poison does that, but whatever has taken hold has affected all of her abilities.”

      Quinn blinked. “Blind?”

      “Aye. The queen cannot see a thing, and speakin’ is verra hard fer her. She barely managed to instruct me that ya were to guard her door and that ya’d know why. I do not know all of what happened that has made that monarch trust ya so, but she does. She trusts ya nearly as much as she trusts me, and that is sayin’ a good deal. So ya stay here. I’ll get the men to rally. We’ll make certain no one injures the queen.”

      When Grace left, Quinn paced back and forth for the next three hours until Connor came to relieve her.

      “Ya need to eat, Callaghan. Go get yerself somethin’ from the kitchen, and then get back here before the queen knows yer gone. Grace’s orders, lad, not mine. Be swift about it.”

      “Thank ya, Connor. Yer a good man.” Quinn felt much better after taking those three hours to try to piece what she knew together. When Connor relieved her, she made her way to Bothwell’s small apartment beneath the castle. The guards immediately allowed her to pass when she told them who she was.

      Sitting down by Bothwell’s bed, Quinn leaned forward. He was sweaty and pale and pulled the sheets up to his chin.

      “I am one of Grace O’Malley’s crew members, and I’m here to deliver a message.”

      

      The galloglaighs were successful in intercepting Lord Darnley before he could visit his sick wife half a day later. He was aghast at his treatment and demanded to see the queen.

      That was never going to happen.

      Grace sent him packing after one day of his endless prattling about who he was and that he would see her beheaded, blah, blah, blah.

      In the end, Grace sent four glaighs with him to keep an eye on him. That did not sit well with him at all, but no one cared. The only thing that mattered was keeping Mary safe from everyone, and the Irish pirates and their Scottish warriors were very successful in doing that.

      What they were not successful in doing was preventing a blazing fire in the kitchen area that started fast and spread just as quickly. Whoever had poisoned the queen had now struck out at her with fire, and the whole of the place quickly filled with a dark smoke cloud that made it impossible to breathe.

      “Are we under attack?”

      “What’s happenin’?”

      “Get the queen!” Grace ordered Quinn as she pushed through the doors, sword in hand.

      Together, Innis, Connor, Grace, and Quinn managed to get Mary safely from her chambers through a maze of secret passages that led to the stables, where they saddled the horses and prepared to leave at once.

      Mary could barely hold on, so Quinn sat behind her, a position the queen would never have allowed had she felt at all well, but she could barely remain upright on her own.

      “I’ve got her,” Quinn said, reaching around to grab the reins. “Let’s be away before whoever started that fire returns with fighters.” Quinn urged her horse back to where Young Mary sat side saddle on a white horse. “All set?”

      She nodded. “Does this mean we are no longer entertaining the court with the hopes of a marriage?”

      Quinn nodded. “No need to now. The only thing we need to worry about now is taking care of Mary and then getting the hell out of Scotland alive.”

      “Aye. The walls are closin’ in, Callaghan.” Grace muttered. “We must get her to some place where we can adequately defend her. Whoever started that fire may not stop there.”

      “It was that bastard Darnley, I bet,” Innis grumbled as they made their way to the bastel, a fortified tower owned by the Kers of Farmhurst. “I bet he had her poisoned, and since that did not work, he is tryin’ to burn her out.”

      Grace nodded. “I agree. She is bein’ flushed out. She and Bothwell. She should never have brought him here.”

      “Well, she did, and now the whole place is aflame. Sir, we must be off.” Quinn had a hard time reaching all the way around the large-boned Mary, but once she had a tighter grasp of the reins, she urged her horse out of the stall. “We have to go, Captain. Now.”

      As they rode off with Mary on horseback with Quinn and several of Mary’s ladies on horseback themselves, Quinn surveyed the thatched-roof, four-story outbuilding, wondering how on earth they would be able to protect the queen at this flimsy location.

      Then she realized they had barely managed to protect her in a castle. Grace was right: the walls were closing in on Mary very quickly.

      The upper loft area where the queen would rest was only accessible from the outside stairs. Grace explored the banquet room and guard room before settling Mary in the house, which had every corner governed by the galloglaighs and Grace’s crew. No one was getting near the queen of Scotland.

      “We shall not remain here enna longer than we need,” Grace explained to her inner circle that first night after they had secured the perimeter. “Here is what my spies here have managed to find out. There are those who say Darnley has been makin’ deals abroad. He is, as I believe he has always been, the greatest threat to the queen.”

      Quinn thought about her request of Shea to listen to the rumors in and around Galway and suddenly wondered if by doing so she hadn’t put her best friend in danger.

      “How fares she?” Innis asked as they walked through the small garden the next day to check on the warriors.

      “Better, actually. Appears the fresh air from the ride has helped her. She can see better and speak more clearly once more.”

      Quinn nodded. “Whatever came upon her seems to be fadin’ away.”

      “Her men are unhappy we are here,” Connor said. “They are gettin’ restless and want us away.”

      “Aye. All the more reason why we should remain.”

      “Everraone speaks of her... uh... relations with Bothwell. Her dalliances make it exceedingly difficult to know who is a potential enemy and who is not.”

      That was exactly how Quinn felt—unsure who was on what side.

      When Quinn had gone to Bothwell to deliver the message it was a simple request she had made with dagger to the throat. Had he tried to kill the queen?

      He had said no.

      Her message was clear: if he had anything to do with it, she would make sure he ended up sinking to the bottom of the sea.

      Grace paused and looked up at the sun as it peeked through the ever present clouds. “The christenin’ is comin’ up shortly, and that will be the time Darnley chooses to strike.”

      “You are certain it is Darnley?

      Grace nodded. “No doubt we have all heard the rumors about Darnley. He has possibly committed murder, is a potential traitor, and has constructed many a plot against Mary. She is sure he is the root of all of these attacks against her person.”

      “Seems to me,” Innis interjected, “that Darnley needs to go. We shoulda kilt him when we had the chance.”

      Quinn shook her head. “Couldn’t just kill him while he was there at the castle. Any sort of bloodshed like that will splash back on the queen, and that would be the death knell for her. Her people would rise up against her if they thought she had killed her husband.”

      Grace nodded. “Aye. It would appear poorly upon Mary. Divorce does not seem to be a viable solution to the Darnley problem, and the queen will not have him arrested fer treason due to his English heritage.”

      “Why not divorce and be done?” Connor asked. “We do it all the time.”

      “Then James would be considered a bastard and disrupt the succession. The succession is the only thing that matters to Mary now. If she is to protect the Scottish people from Elizabeth, then she must have a viable heir. She must protect James at all costs.” Grace plucked a flower from a bush. “That English woman is the devil incarnate.”

      Quinn looked around the garden and signaled for them to keep moving away from the buildings.

      “What is it, Callaghan? Ya have been quieter than usual.”

      “Young Mary came to me this mornin’, expressin’ several concerns.” She lowered her voice a bit. “First, we must leave here tomorrow. It is simply not safe enough.”

      “Agreed. Protectin’ a thatched hut is nigh impossible. We are all at risk here.”

      “Secondly, Young Mary fears the Scottish lords are leadin’ the queen down a dark path. She does not think they have her best interest in mind. She believes Mary is at her most vulnerable at this moment.”

      “A dark path? In what way?”

      “If they embroil Catholic Mary in a murderous plot, they might very well use it against her in order to rule in the name of her son, whom they would no doubt raise as a Protestant.”

      Grace’s eyebrows shot up. “It would not be the first time her lords had plotted against her. Why is now enna different?”

      “Now that Mary has a son, gettin’ rid of Mary and raisin’ the heir in their religion is a definite option and one the Queen of England would be all fer. The easiest way to secure Scotland is fer Mary to be dethroned.”

      “Aye. Then they could bring back those lords Mary exiled when she first came to power. I can see where ya are headin’ with this, Callaghan, and I think we should remove her to Craigmillar Castle, where she will be safer.”

      “Safer?” Quinn asked. “Mary will never be safe as long as Darnley lives. He wants her throne at any cost. The lords may very well murder him first and blame the queen for it. That would be a play I would consider in their shoes. Mary is beloved. They need to make this not so. This would then give Elizabeth the openin’ she needs fer puttin’ a Protestant on the throne.”

      Everyone was quiet a moment as they each pondered what this could mean.

      “Callaghan... what, precisely, are ya suggestin’?”

      “After Craigmillar?” Quinn shrugged. “I believe it is time fer us to hatch a plan to remove the Englishman from the picture altogether, once and fer all. If we can get rid of Darnley and perhaps the rest of the threats as well, we can return to Edinburgh to show her people that Mary is still their regent.”

      The group was silent.

      “Kill Darnley? Are ya certain that is wise?”

      Quinn nodded. “And any other threat to Mary. It is the only way we are goin’ to keep her safe. He must be dealt with, sir, or else we might as well resign ourselves to never leavin’ her side or Scotland.”

      Grace rubbed her chin. “Let’s say we agree Darnley needs to be dealt with. How do we do so without it comin’ back at Mary?”

      Quinn smiled. “I heard this phrase once. It said to fight fire with fire. What better way to see to it that Darnley is killed and Mary’s hands are clean than to turn his methods against him?”

      Grace nodded pensively. “I think ya might just be onto somethin’ Callaghan. Tell us more.”

      

      The baptism of Prince James in full Catholic regalia went smoothly. Two days after the ceremony, Grace and Quinn met alone with the queen to lay Quinn’s plan at her feet.

      Since then, Mary had recovered her sight and speech and had been busy making baptism arrangements as well as sending missives to other monarchs asking for help in protecting her from Elizabeth.

      The French physician had brought her back to life and now had a permanent place in the folds of Mary’s life. Whatever he had done to save her was nothing short of miraculous. Once Mary had her voice back, she began barking orders and maneuvering herself into a position to find out exactly what had happened to her.

      To start with, Mary pardoned almost eighty of the exiled lords, allowing them to return to Scottish court. Once they returned, Darnley would be vulnerable as the target of their vengeance.

      This would keep him busy protecting himself and not attacking his wife. It was the first step in sealing Darnley’s fate, and it was a brilliant move. It had taken Quinn less than ten minutes to convince Mary of the advantages of doing so. It took Mary less time than three blinks of an eye to agree to return to Edinburgh.

      With Young Mary––happily freed from the faux marriage––as their eyes and ears around court, Quinn and Grace uncovered two plots: one against Darnley, which the lords who allied with Elizabeth would blame on Mary, and one of Darnley against Mary.

      “It appears nothing is as it seems in these lands,” Quinn whispered to Grace one morning after breaking fast.

      Grace tilted her head. “Comin’ from ya, Callaghan, that is a bit ironic, no? We are all merely pawns in the grand scheme of European affairs. I am not a fool.”

      The grains of sand began falling faster now, and one day after they arrived in the capital, Mary called Darnley to Edinburgh for a meeting... a meeting Grace and Quinn had suggested she make when they outlined their final gambit to help clean Mary’s court so they could get back home.

      Darnley had not wanted to come out of hiding, but Mary had made it clear to him there was no other option. Come to Edinburgh or be thrown in jail for treason and attempted regicide. As monarch, she held all the cards regardless of whether or not the hand she held was an honest one.

      He came.

      “That damnable husband of hers is as duplicitous as they come,” Young Mary whispered to Quinn as they strolled the grounds. “He has professed his undying love to her in one breath while arranging a plot against her with the next. Men like him are what’s wrong with the world.”

      “She is ready, then? She does not show any signs of backing out?”

      Young Mary shook her head. “All is in place. She says it is time and she is ready.”

      Quinn stopped walking and turned to Young Mary. “The queen is very lucky to have one as loyal as you.”

      Young Mary blushed and cast her eyes upon the ground. “She is fortunate to have you as well, Callaghan. Your presence here, all of you, has saved her life. She will never forget what you’ve done for her. Nor will I.”

      “You needn’t thank me, Mary. My Captain O’Malley is intent on protecting Mary at all costs. I thought I understood their bond, but I fear I do not.”

      “Aye. You and I both. Whatever binds those two is something only they ken.”

      

  






      The double explosion rang through the quiet countryside like a cannon being fired. The entire building Lord Darnley had retired to erupted, sending burning embers and pieces of fiery debris high into the sky. Screams immediately followed the blasts; those trapped within the conflagration were helpless to get out.

      Hiding in the garden, kneeling lower than the hedges, Grace, Quinn, Innis, and Connor watched as flames quickly consumed the house.

      “That was a lot of powder,” Grace whispered to Connor.

      “Ya said to make absolutely certain it would blow the entire house up.”

      “And ya did,” Innis said. “Job well done.”

      Quinn felt slightly nauseous as the screams began dying down. She’d not wanted to kill innocent people, but there didn’t appear to be another solution. To kill only Darnley would cast all suspicion back on Mary, and that was precisely what Elizabeth wanted.

      No, this was the only way to––

      “Who’s that?” Grace asked, pointing to two men running from the inferno.

      “Bloody Jesus, isn’t that––”

      “It’s Darnley!” Grace leapt to her feet and started after the young prince.

      “And his aide!” Innis said, following Grace.

      Connor and Quinn stared at each other in the darkness, their faces lit by the hotly burning wooden building.

      “Captain, get back! Come back here!”

      Connor rose. “Come, Callaghan. We must finish this and then be gone. If we are caught, our deaths will be miserable.”

      Quinn followed Connor, who easily caught up to Innis.

      “Yer Highness,” Grace called. “Over here!”

      Upon seeing her, Darnley and his man, Taylor, stumbled over. They wore only their nightclothes, and neither man bore any scorch marks.

      “Please––please help us. The house––”

      Grace pointed to Quinn, who was just coming from the garden. “Follow him. He’ll take ya to our ship.”

      When Darnley wheeled around, Grace grabbed him from behind, clamped her hand over his mouth, and brought him to the ground.

      Innis did the same with Taylor.

      “Callaghan, Connor, stand watch! Kill ennaone who approaches. I mean ennaone!”

      As Lord Darnley fought to get her hand off his mouth, Grace threw her other hand around his face and clamped shut his nose. “No marks!” she hissed to Innis, who easily overpowered the diminutive Taylor. As Innis slowly suffocated Taylor, a rope Taylor had been holding fell from his hands.

      “A rope?” Connor asked, keeping his eyes on the burning house.

      “The stables,” Quinn replied. “They were headin’ fer the stables.”

      Taylor finally went limp in Innis’s arms, so Innis laid him down on the ground, carefully readjusting Taylor’s nightcap.

      Darnley struggled against Grace’s grip, kicking his feet out and trying to punch her, but she was much larger than he, and she’d had the upper hand from the get-go.

      As Darnley lost his battle with Grace, he succumbed to the lack of air and went slack. She held him like that a bit longer to make certain he was dead, then laid him down and stood there a moment, staring down at the two corpses. “We need to rub some of the ash on them. It can’t look like they were murdered.”

      “People are comin’!” Connor said. “Too many to kill. There’s no time! Run fer it!”

      All four bolted through the garden and into the countryside, never breaking stride, never slowing down. They ran and ran until, at last, Connor could go no further.

      “Stop! I cannot go another... step,” Connor wheezed. “My lungs are burnin’. Just a... moment.”

      “We rest here,” Grace said. “Then we must get back to the castle. We can have no suspicion upon us.” Grace stared down at her hands.

      “You all right, Captain?”

      Looking up, she nodded. “Aye. The explosion should have killed him. He must have gone elsewhere after the fuse was lit, the cagey bugger.”

      The four remained silent until Connor was ready and then headed back.

      Once they arrived back at the castle, they split up and moved to their predetermined destinations. Quinn went right to Young Mary’s chambers.

      When the door opened, Quinn slipped quickly into the room.

      “Is it done? We heard about the explosion. The queen is quite distraught over it all and is pacing her chambers.”

      “As she should be. Yes, it is done. We will leave the galloglaighs here with Tavish for her protection. She need never fear Lord Darnley again. As for the others who may wish her harm, I am afraid she is on her own from here on out. Our country needs us, and we must return to it.”

      “When will you leave?”

      “Maybe the day after tomorrow. We need to remain behind a couple more day to ensure the queen’s safety and to not look guilty.”

      Mary looked crestfallen as tears sprang to her eyes.

      “Ah, lass. You’ll miss me.”

      Young Mary impatiently wiped her eyes. “What can I say? I truly enjoy your company. Besides, I ken I’ll probably never see you again.”

      Quinn wrapped her arms around her. “Of course you will.”

      Pulling away, Mary looked into Quinn’s face. “I will?”

      “Of course. As long as our two leaders share a secret, you and I will remain in each other’s lives.”

      “Promise?”

      Quinn kissed her forehead. “Promise.”

      

      The investigation into Lord Darnley’s death took Scotland by storm, as Elizabeth sent her own envoys to look into the matter. All of the staff and servants were questioned. For her part, Mary grieved in earnest for the loss of a man she once loved but who, like most around her, had betrayed her for his own benefit. While the powers that be were busy trying to ascertain whether or not Mary of Scotland was responsible, Grace and her crew quietly packed and readied the three ships for the journey home.

      “Looks like Elizabeth is determined to blame the fire on Mary,” Connor said as they tightened the ropes. “I don’t know that what we did has helped in enna way if Elizabeth suspects the death was caused by Mary.”

      “She can search and search all she wants, but she’s not gonna find ennathin’. Those men died in the fire. End of the story.” Quinn held the rope while Connor worked on it. “I am so glad the queen insisted Tavish return with us to Ireland. She feared an investigation might pull him and everyone else into the quagmire with her.”

      “Aye. I suspect that is the kind of queen Mary is. Since Elizabeth sent letters with her investigators revealin’ a slight suspicion that Mary might be involved, it probably is best fer Tavish to leave Scotland.” Connor finished the repair and looked up as Tavish approached.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet, old friend,” Quinn whispered as she put her arm around his broad shoulders.

      “I oughtta be stayin’, Callaghan. My country needs me.”

      “You can go back later, Tavish, but right now, right now, your queen wants you gone, and she is correct in saying so.”

      “Aye, but she kept the damned glaighs.”

      Quinn sighed and stared out at the water. She had not seen Evan once since they had parted, and the longing in her chest was tangible. The little laoch had managed to get under her skin in a way that surprised her. Maybe it was the shared experience of being in disguise, but Quinn doubted that. There was something... special about Evan. She was a light—a beacon of goodness that brought joy to Quinn’s heart.

      And yet she was nowhere to be found. Evan was doing what she was trained to do. It did not make the longing any easier.

      The galloglaighs had signed on for two months as personal guards to the queen, for which she was paying them handsomely. Lake expressed his gratitude to Grace by giving her a necklace the glaighs wore as a symbol of their strength and unity. They parted with a stiff handshake and a nod of respect. Quinn watched, feeling crushed. Lake had come alone for payment. Evan had not appeared.

      On the fourth day after the explosion and death of Darnley, Quinn stood at the dock waiting hopefully for Evan to say goodbye.

      She never came.

      So it was with heavy hearts that Quinn and Tavish took command of the Breeze and followed Grace into the deep waters on their way back to Ireland and the lonely life of pirating.

      “I’m sorry she didna come,” Tavish said, standing shoulder to shoulder with Quinn.

      “Who?”

      Tavish chuckled. “Evan. The woman dressed like a man.”

      Quinn felt her throat constrict.

      “It’s all right, lad. No one kens but me, and I would never tell a livin’ soul.”

      “How... how did you find out?”

      “Not important.”

      “Is this what you meant about secrets?”

      Long pause.

      “I told ya. We all have secrets, lad. Ya see, one of mine is that I had a little sister once. I kept a keen eye out on her. Always. Lake has that same keen eye. Like he always kens where Evan is and what she’s doin’. If Evan were a young lad, Lake would not give two donkey turds where he was all the time. So the more I watched them together, the more obvious it became. He watches over her just like I did me Lily.”

      Quinn finally looked over at him. “Your sister’s name was Lily?”

      He nodded. “Aye. Sweetest thing ya’d ever want to meet.”

      “Is she––”

      “Alive? Oh aye. Lives in France. Fell in love with the French court, met a nobleman I detest, and stayed. Mary was at court when she went the first time. The French court under Mary was somethin’ special––not like it is under that Medici bitch. Now there’s a woman who would eat her young—in fact, she probably has.”

      Quinn nodded, wondering why the usually reserved Scot was suddenly so talkative.

      “To be honest, I am now glad she is in France. Scotland isna safe fer ennabody now.”

      “You don’t think killing Darnley will help?”

      “It will buy the queen some time, but unless she can build an army capable of defeatin’ Elizabeth’s, it is only a matter of time before her cousin has her removed from the throne. Would that it wasna true, but Elizabeth canna afford to let Mary sit much longer.” Tavish did a one-eighty so he was facing Quinn. “But enough aboot that. Grace had fulfilled whatever obligation she had, and now we must let the dice land where they roll. But ya... I saw the way ya looked at Evan, lad. I watched how ya protected her. If there was even a slight chance––”

      “There isn’t. We are from different worlds.”

      Tavish frowned. “And ya and Fiona aren’t? Look, lad, love is in short supply. If ya canna be with the one ya love, then there is nothin’ wrong with lovin’ the one yer with. It is the only way we fighters can ever find happiness.”

      “Who said anything about love?”

      Tavish shrugged. “Does it matter what ya call it? Ya can deny havin’ feelins fer Evan all ya want, but yer heart kens the truth, and the truth always plays out in the end.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore, Tavish. She’s staying in Scotland, and I––”

      “Fer two months. She’ll be there fer two months. Then she’s comin’ back home. Home, lad. To Ireland. So the way I see it, ya have two months to figure out who ya want to be with. Until then, ya do best by rememberin’ Fiona is a married woman with a baby, and that has a certain appeal to folks like us.”

      “Appeal?” Quinn turned to face him, almost as if seeing him for the first time.

      Is that what secrets did? Did keeping them cause some sort of shadow to linger over the holder of them so people couldn’t see you? Quinn suddenly wondered if Tavish was seeing her for the first time.

      “Aye. Appeal. She canna ask fer a commitment she herself canna give. Ya are still loved... just free to be who ya want to be. If ya loved a woman who could give ya everrathin’, ya’d feel like ya’d have to stay landbound. I ken ya, lad, and yer loyal to a fault to the men in yer life. The women? I’m not so sure. It’s somethin’ to think aboot.” Tavish patted her shoulder with his big meaty paw before leaving her alone.

      When Tavish left, all Quinn did was think about the young woman dressed as a laoch cuidich, who had somehow managed to crawl inside her heart to take up residence.

      And that felt really good.

      

      “You look exhausted,” Fiona said, ignoring the fact that Quinn had not come to her as a woman like she always had. Instead, Quinn’s attire was that of a nobleman. Her hair had grown out while she was gone and hung lightly touching her shoulders like most of the pirates she sailed with.

      “It has been a long couple of months.”

      “Four months and ten days, to be exact. I doubt you’ll recognize Gallagher. She is so grown now. Healthy. Well fed. And smart as a whip.” Fiona’s words were pained. Forced. Her eyes darted around to see who all was watching their exchange.

      Quinn did not miss any of this, and it saddened her.

      “Is Robert home?”

      “No. He is seldom home anymore. Please. Have a seat.”

      Quinn sat in a high-backed chair opposite Fiona in the parlor. A large fireplace held a fire much too small to do any good. “You look well.”

      “Do I? I have been worried sick about you. You’ve been gone two months before, but four? With not a single word? No one has seen you. I have messengers at the harbor who come to me every time a ship docks, and no one has seen the Malendroke.” Fiona’s hand reached for Quinn’s.

      Quinn did not reach back.

      “Been in Scotland. The queen needed our aid and we lent it to her. It was ugly business.”

      Fiona gently retracted her hand. “Then are you wed now? Is your bride with you? Is that why you came to me like... like this?” She waved her hand in the air at Quinn’s attire.

      Folding her hands in her lap, Quinn shook her head. “There was no marriage, nor will there be one.”

      Fiona’s face immediately softened. “No? Oh, Callaghan, you have no idea how happy that makes me.”

      “But I do, Fiona. I do have an idea what it is like to have to share my beloved. I do know the sting of knowing my love beds another, kisses another, makes plans with another.” Quinn inhaled deeply. “Young Mary and I parted ways as friends.” Quinn turned to fully face Fiona. “As I hope you and I can.”

      Fiona’s face fell. Her eyes filled with tears. “Callaghan, my words were spoken in haste. I––”

      “You spoke your truth, and I have had a great deal of time to consider your words. Much has happened in the time I have been gone. I am not the same person who left here.”

      “Callaghan, please...”

      Quinn leaned forward, taking Fiona’s hands in hers. “I love you. I will always love you, but we are not the same people we were when we first met. I am a pirate in love with the sea, with the adventure, and yes, quite possibly, in some strange and new way, with my captain. You are a mother now, the wife of a man moving in political circles that would imprison someone like me if he could. We both want something from the other we cannot have—not now nor ever. You were right to release me then. You must be right to release me now.”

      Two large tears rolled down Fiona’s cheeks. “Release you, Callaghan? I never did and I never will. My heart belongs to you. It always has.”

      Quinn reached up to wipe a tear from Fiona’s cheek. “If you truly love me as you say, you will release me and let me find a love I can truly share with another. Our time together has come to an end, Fiona.”

      The sadness in Fiona’s eyes was replaced by a much different emotion. Pulling her hands free, she wiped the rest of her tears away. “Oh. I believe I understand you now. You have already fallen in love with another. It is not I who needs to release you at all.”

      Quinn shook her head. “This is what truth I speak. You have always allowed me to go and do as I please, and for that I cannot thank you enough. You have accepted my relationship with Becca and––”

      “Oh please. The Beccas of the world are no threat to me, Callaghan. She cannot possibly compete with what I have to offer you.”

      Quinn flinched. “It isn’t a competition, Fi. And it isn’t what you have to offer that is an issue––it is what you don’t have.” Quinn rose. “I do not wish for us to say ugly things we cannot take back. We have loved each other well these six years. I would not trade them for a thing, but I need more than you can give. I want to be wholly loved, Fi, and all we can give each other is a small portion of ourselves.”

      Fiona rose as well, the flush of anger drowned by her sorrow. “I wish I could. I would give you the world if I could, but... I cannot.”

      “As would I.” Quinn took her hands once more. “I will always love you, my sweet love, and if you ever need me, if Gallagher ever needs me, you know you can send for me and I will come to you as soon as I can, but we cannot do this any longer. You have a family on land that needs your attention and I have a family at sea who deserves mine.”

      More tears collected and then fell from Fiona’s face. “Is she worth leaving me for?”

      “There is no other woman besides Becca sharing my bed, if that is what you are asking.”

      “I am asking if she is worth it. Can she give you what I cannot?”

      Quinn stared hard into Fiona’s face and then slowly shook her head. “No. She cannot.”

      “Then why? Why leave me now?”

      Robert’s words hung in the balance, and as much as Quinn wanted to share more of what he’d said with Fiona, she could not. There was no longer a point to doing so. “You know exactly why, and it has little to do with another woman and everything to do with these two women.” Quinn pointed to herself and Fiona. “Live hard. Stop waiting for your pirate to return. Love your daughter. Be wary of whatever is keeping your husband away. The world we live is a dangerous place and will only get more treacherous. Keep Gallagher and yourself safe by knowing what your husband is up to.” Quinn kissed Fiona’s hands. “But most of all, be happy.”

      Two tears rolled down Fiona’s cheeks. “Are you? Are you happier now that you are casting us aside?”

      Quinn sighed. Fiona was not making this final goodbye any easier. “I am happiest on the deck of a ship, so yes. Yes, I am.”

      “And you truly are not leaving me for another?”

      “I am not. I am releasing you so that there is room for another... one I have met and lost already but who reminded me that I deserve to be loved completely. Surely you would not withhold that from me.”

      Fiona gently touched Quinn’s face. “I would not. Then... then I release you, Callaghan. I am not happy to do so, and I shall weep for days on end at the loss of you, but I understand what you are saying and what you want. Be happy, my love. Find joy in a woman who can give you what you need.” Softly kissing Quinn’s lips, Fiona whispered, “I so wish I were she.”

      Staring into Fiona’s eyes one last time, Quinn nodded. “So do I, my love, so do I.”

      

      As I rode away from Fiona’s castle, I was filled with a mixture of emotions that was one part sadness, one part relief, and one part freedom.

      Yes, freedom.

      I was now free from the bondage of a love that was only partly alive––a love dictated by someone else’s marriage vows. And though I will love Fiona for the rest of my life, she will never truly be mine. And it wasn’t until I witnessed the queen of Scots that I understood what that partialness could do to someone.

      While I do not excuse Lord Darnley for his behavior, he was a man whose wife looked to others for love and comfort. She loved Rizzio, and it cost him his life. Then she carried on like a common prostitute with Bothwell, a married man. At every turn, she cuckolded Darnley by loving others she could never truly be with.

      Robert and I both only received portions of Fiona’s love and time... but I want more. It wasn’t Fiona who changed.

      It was me.

      So when I realized I had feelings for Evan, I knew something within me had changed. I want to be understood. I want someone who sees me for who I am and who doesn’t have to wade through all of my incarnations of nobleman, pirate, noblewoman, et cetera. For the first time in my life, it feels as if another woman truly understands me.

      I understand now that a part of the love I’d held for Fiona vanished from my heart the moment I met Evan. Because Evan saw me, understood me, and then climbed into my heart. And though there is no place to go with the love of a Scot who dedicates her life to her galloglaighs, I am aware enough to know what my feelings mean.

      I need to release my Fiona for good.

      Now that I have, I know it was the right thing to do. Saying goodbye to Gallagher, however, nearly brought me to my knees.

      I love and adore that little girl as if she were my own. So when I kissed her soft hair and held her to me, I promised her that if she ever needs me, I will move the heavens and the earth to come to her aid.

      When I handed her back to Fiona, we were both in tears, and so I took my leave, riding hard and fast, blubbering like a little girl who had lost something very special and important. When I finally looked up, I realized I’d headed to Becca’s. She wrapped her arms around me and took me to her room, where I slept for an entire day with my head on her chest. Upon waking, I told her nothing about leaving Fiona because I do not wish for her to want more from me than I can give.

      A part of me wonders if she knows.

      Becca is like that.

      She can read me like no other but never pushes, never demands. She just opens her arms, her heart, and her bed for me whenever I need her.

      And I seem to need her often.

      But do I love her the way a woman wants to be loved?

      I do not.

      And suddenly, I realized that Fiona might not be the only woman I needed to release.

      When I arrived at the Inn, I tried to get Becca to hear me out, to understand why I needed to let her go and be free to truly love someone else.

      She would have none of it.

      Becca was very clear about understanding me. She also said I ought to try harder to understand her, but since I didn’t, she would make it plain for me.

      To my utter surprise, she revealed to me that she has other lovers as well, that she has no desire to be tied down to me, to them, or to anyone else. Apparently, she is happier this way.

      And so am I.

      We spent the next two days in each other’s arms, connecting far better than we ever had. I wonder if it was because I was now free to give her more, or if I just needed to feel loved.

      In the end, I don’t think it matters why. Satiated and physically spent, I have been able to replenish my spirit in order to prepare for the next adventure under Grace’s command.

      There is only one problem:

      While I was with Becca, Grace O’Malley was arrested, and when the crew came banging on the door to tell me the news, I leapt from my lover’s bed to go to the aid of the one woman who could get me to act more quickly than any other.

      I might not be in love with Grace O’Malley, but my life is certainly tied to hers.

      

      The crew gathered at the castle on Clare Island, more agitated than Quinn had ever seen them. When Innis finally calmed everyone down, he told them what had happened.

      “There was an English ship burnt to the hull, killin’ everra man on board. There is no proof that it was our captain who burned it, but the word was put out by the few remainin’ kin to the MacMahons, the boys who killed Hugh, that the Malendroke was seen leavin’ the area.”

      “They set her up, then,” One Eye said. He had recovered from his wound and was ready, like the others to go after Grace. “Fuckin’ rat bastards, them. Cap’n would never have done such a thing without us.”

      Innis nodded. “Aye. But that matters not. It is believed she was responsible, and the deputy wants her to pay fer those deaths.”

      “It doesn’t have ennathin’ to do with Darnley, eh?”

      Innis looked to Quinn, who shook her head. “If it did, the authorities would have already removed her from Dublin to the Tower, but they have not.”

      “Are we certain she is in Dublin?”

      Innis nodded. “That is what the young noblewoman told me just outside the tavern.”

      Quinn perked up. “Wait. What noblewoman?”

      Innis described her to Quinn. “Small, darkish woman. Reminded me of yer friend. Ya know, the one Kwame is in love with.”

      Shea.

      Quinn opted not to let the men know the noblewoman was indeed Shea. “What did she say?”

      “Pulled me aside like she was not even scairt of me and said Grace is still in the tower and that she fought hard. She said two bodies were found run through, so Grace gave a fight, but they managed to wrestle her into a carriage and whisk her off to Dublin.”

      “Ennathin’ else? Did the woman say ennathin’ else?”

      “Just that I needed to tell ya, in particular and that ya’d believe her. Then she handed me some coin and bade me to hurry back.”

      Quinn nodded. “The news is reliable, then. I think we can rest assured that our captain has been captured by the English deputy and could verra well lose her life fer a crime she did not commit.”

      “Then let’s go get her!”

      The men erupted in a chorus of cheers and table banging.

      “Quiet down, quiet down,” Quinn said, holding her hands up to silence the men. “We can’t take the Malendroke after her. The English are just waitin’ fer us to take her out so they can claim hostility and sink her. If we pull into Dublin, we are lettin’ everraone know we are there. If we go after her, it cannot be on the ship.”

      “Then what are we gonna do? We can’t let those bastards have our captain!”

      More roaring.

      When it died down, Innis said, “We are goin’ after her, but Callaghan is right. We cannot be stupid about it. It will take Callaghan and Tavish less than eight hours to ride to Dublin. It will take over a day to sail, and even then they will be lookin’ fer us. Callaghan, Tavish, and––” Innis looked around the room. “Where’s Kwame?”

      No one knew.

      “I’ll go. I’m a halfway decent rider,” Fitz said.

      “Good. The three of ya will ride, takin’ three horses behind them to switch out. The rest of us will set sail within the hour on the Breeze and Mystery. Engage no one. Skirt enna potential hostiles. Connor, ya take the Mystery. I’ll captain the Breeze. Empty all cargo out of the holds, sharpen yer weapons, and lay low. We will sail as fast as those two ships can go.”

      “What happens when we get there?”

      Quinn answered. “Ya will meet us at the tavern called End of Days. Fitz will wait fer ya there while Tavish and I see what needs to be seen around the jail. It is important we not tip our hand, so before ennaone does ennathin’, I want ya to go see a woman named Catherine. She is a seamstress at a merchant called Wiles Wares. Tell her...” Quinn paused. “Tell her Lady Gallagher has sent ya and that ya need clothin’ fer one of the Gallaghers. Don’t worry about payment. I’ll see to it that everrathin’ is taken care of.”

      The men all muttered to each other.

      “Lady who? Is that a code or somethin’?” Fitz asked.

      Quinn looked at Tavish. His face gave away nothing. “Aye. It is a code. If she asks ya how the lady is, just tell her she is well and happy, and leave it at that. Change out of yer smelly clothes and into somethin’ less obvious. That will keep us hidden a bit longer until we can figure out what all we need to do. Just stay away from taverns, inns, and trouble.”

      “And yer certain this doesn’t have to do with killin’ Lord Darnley?” Fitz frowned and rubbed the stubble of his beard.

      Innis shrugged. “I can be certain of nothin’ except that removin’ her to Dublin means there are English governors involved who will want to put her on trial. Fer what matters not to me. I just want her outta there.”

      “Was there no one with her?”

      Innis ran his hand over his bald head. “Not that we know of. Ya know how the captain gets when she’s been with us too long. She needs quiet. Solitude. She was alone when they took her.”

      One Eye rose. “I wanna make it perfectly clear to ya all. If there is a rat among us, I will tear yer tongue out and replace it with one of yer balls. The death ya experience will be one ya beg fer.”

      The room became very still.

      “I don’t think there’s a rat,” Quinn said softly. “We all knew killin’ Hugh’s murderers might come back to haunt us, and here we are. Clan versus clan once more. Grace was set up. It is our job to get her back.”

      “Is the plan to bust her free?” One Eye asked.

      Innis looked over at Quinn. “The plan is to go get her out by enna means and then dismember whoever put her there.”

      “Even if it’s the English?”

      “Especially if it’s the English.”

      

      Quinn, Tavish, and Fitz rode those three horses hard, seldom slowing down. Quinn kept her head down, her mind on one thing: How in the hell were they going to get Grace away from the English, away from the jail, and away from Ireland?

      If they suspected Grace was in on the murder of Darnley, an English citizen, they would already have removed her to a ship bound for England.

      That was one of Quinn’s greatest fears. If Grace were sailing to England, they would never be able to rescue her. She would never make it out of there alive. If, however, she was still in Dublin, then it was possible they hadn’t heard of the murder yet or did not believe she had anything to do with it.

      That was, if she was arrested for that offense.

      Quinn didn’t think so.

      The murder of Hugh’s killers had been a bad idea from the outset, but Quinn knew no one could have talked Grace out of it. Now, here they were once more because of love, needing to rescue a woman from the clutches of men who feared her.

      After the third straight hour, Tavish told Quinn he needed a break to give his arse a rest. They had passed a couple of smaller villages but made sure to skirt around them. Winter was coming, and everyone was bustling to prepare for the long cold.

      Quinn had refused to stop or even slow down until now, but she agreed.

      While they watered and rested the horses, Fitz went to get some fresh vegetables from the open market, leaving Tavish and Quinn to check the horse’s hooves and to stretch out their legs.

      The air smelled of baked goods, blacksmith flames, and horse manure. From the field just outside the village, she could see and hear merchants and customers bartering for goods. It was a sight she never tired of seeing.

      “Yer runnin’ us pretty hard, Callaghan. Are ya all right, lad?”

      “I am fine, Tavish. Worried is all.”

      Tavish lowered a hoof and looked under the horses at Quinn. “No. No yer more than just worried. We’ve been friends a long time, Callaghan, and I ken when somethin’ is pokin’ at ya. It’s been like this since England. Ya’ve been distracted and... sad.”

      Quinn lowered the hoof she’d been holding. “I ended my relationship with Fiona.”

      Tavish picked up a back hoof. “If that’s what ya wanted, then good fer ya.”

      “Good for me?”

      Tavish walked around behind the horses and grabbed Quinn by the shoulders. “Listen to me this one last time. Beddin’ a married woman will bring ya nothin’ but trouble. Ya’ve managed longer than most without gettin’ caught, so praise the gods and get over the pain in yer heart.”

      “It wasn’t about getting... caught.”

      “I ken. It was aboot Evan, yes?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Evan is far away in a life that can never mix with mine. I’m a pirate, Tavish. She is land-based. I am Irish. She is Scottish. I am––”

      “Do ya even hear yerself? Yer voice isna the same when ya speak of her. Are ya tryin’ to convince me or yerself?”

      Quinn shoved him away. “I don’t know.”

      He stepped right back up to her. “But I do, lad. Six years and several ladies, and no one has changed yer voice like Evan. No one. Not even the high and mighty Fiona Moynihan.”

      “You don’t care for Fiona?”

      “I doona care fer enna woman who wraps ya ’round their finger. She’s a married woman with a bairn, Callaghan. Ya shoulda ended it years ago.”

      “And you’re telling me this now?”

      “Yer affairs are none of my business, lad. Ya made yer choices. I stayed close to make sure they didna hurt ya.”

      Quinn grabbed her horse’s back hoof and studied it. “It matters not, anyway. I can’t seem to love a woman whom I can even have.”

      Tavish chuckled. “Oh lad, dontcha see? That’s how it always is. We canna ever really have them. It is a fool’s play to believe we can.”

      “Why not?”

      “’Cause they’re smarter than us. They’ll always be smarter than us. Why do ya think our captain is a woman and the countries we live in are run by women?”

      “’Cause they’re smarter?”

      “Thatta boy.”

      When Fitz returned, they all ate a bit before mounting up and riding the rest of the way to Dublin, a bustling city filled with people from all over Ireland.

      Quinn had always loved coming to Dublin. There was an energy about it that only cities seemed to have. Unlike the smaller villages she was used to, Dublin was colorful, full of more people from different cultures, and had a smell to it all its own. It was both beautiful and bewitching, and she suddenly realized how much she had missed it when she had been Lady Gallagher.

      Lady Gallagher.

      It was time once more to be that woman, so she dropped Tavish and Fitz off at a tavern, changed her attire and then went to see her old friend Catherine at the merchant’s store on the corner.

      An hour later, Quinn exited the shop, having paid for any clothing left for the Gallaghers as well as for Kennedy’s and Shea’s families. While Catherine kept coming closer to Quinn, Quinn tried to keep her distance. She was certain she stunk of horse, road, sea, and men, but she had managed to pay Catherine to outfit a couple dozen men or more, and that was most important.

      After seeing Catherine and changing her clothes, Quinn swung by the tavern and picked up Tavish. Fitz, who spoke a variety of languages including English, had listened in on some conversations and found out that Grace was still in Dublin.

      Armed with this knowledge, Quinn left Fitz there to keep an ear to the ground to see if he night find Shea, and together she and Tavish rode closer to Dublin Castle, where Grace was being held prisoner.

      Dublin Castle was a colossal thing: towering into the clouds, it looked more like a monster than a castle. The grounds were impeccably kept, although puddles everywhere made the going a bit more difficult.

      The Record Tower stood like a chess piece waiting to be removed from the board. The castle was bound on all sides by tall defensive walls with circular towers perched at each corner.

      “I’ll go in first and see if she is still here,” Quinn said.

      Tavish remained on his horse outside the walls. “I doona like this, Callaghan. I doona like it one bit. Irishmen bein’ taken prisoner by the English trespassers is wrong. So verra wrong.”

      “I know, but those very trespassers are allies of the clans who resent Captain O’Malley’s power.”

      Tavish’s eyes were all over the place as he surveyed their surroundings. “Ya ken we are goin’ to have to deal with those clans. We canna sit idly by while they turn on us.”

      “I am aware. I am also aware that that may be precisely what the English are hoping for. If we start tearing into each other, they needn’t do anything more than come in to sweep up the pieces. We must be smarter than that.”

      Tavish zeroed in on her face. “Meanin’ what?”

      “Meaning we mustn’t fall into that trap of revenge. Revenge begets retribution, which begets revenge. Don’t you see? Elizabeth’s men want us to kill each other. They want us to divide so they can conquer. We will not give them the satisfaction of being their pawn in that.” Quinn took off her weapons and handed them to Tavish. “There’s a reason they brought her to Dublin, Tavish. I aim to find out what that reason is.”

      “I’ll give ya two hours, lad. Then I’m comin’ in after ya.”

      Nodding, Quinn entered through the gates and into the expanse that was the Dublin Castle. As she walked through the gates, she could feel eyes on her. Maybe she was paranoid, maybe not, but she was certain of one thing: she was not completely safe here.

      Walking through the courtyard, Quinn’s eyes scanned the grounds until she found what she was looking for: a washerwoman carrying clothes to the water and struggling with the basket. When she set it down. Quinn swooped in to pick it up.

      “Let me help ya with that.”

      The woman took a step back, eyes wide. “I can carry it, sir. I...” She tilted her head. “Are ya a pirate?”

      “I sail the seas, yes.” Quinn held the basket to her chest. “But I am harmless, m’lady. Now, where are we headed with this heavy basket of filthy noble laundry?”

      The woman, a young girl no more than fourteen or fifteen, grinned at the words filthy noble before pointing down the street.

      “Verra well then. Shall we?”

      Looking around, the young woman nodded.

      As they walked, Quinn whistled an Irish tune and smiled at passersby.

      “So ya are a pirate, then? Have ya... have ya come fer her?”

      Quinn smiled inwardly. “Her?”

      “The pirate queen of Connacht. Are ya one of her pirates?”

      “I am not. I am surprised ennaone could capture the likes of Grace O’Malley. I’ve heard many tales about her abilities. Is she... is she still here?”

      The woman nodded. “Oh yes. Everraone is talkin’ about it. We hear she bit a man’s nose off when he got too close to her face. She is a hero, eh?”

      “Aye. That she is. What else are they sayin’?”

      “Depends on who ya ask. Them English say she burned down six English ships and is runnin’ through the countryside with Scottish fighters, killin’ everraone in sight.”

      Quinn grit her teeth. “Aye, I see. The rumors have gained momentum.”

      “Oh, I do not believe they are rumors, sir. Ya shoulda seen her when they brought her in. Her red hair was flowin’ wild like a lion’s mane. Her face was bruised and her clothes dirty and torn. She is as wild as they say she is.”

      There were a million questions Quinn wanted to ask, but she knew she had to be careful.

      “Has she had any visitors?”

      “Why yes! The English governor came just this mornin’.” The young girl pointed to a washing station. “Down there, if ya’d be so kind.”

      “Not a problem. I had no idea there was so much activity here. I shall have to come again. May I... pay ya a visit?”

      A red blush crept up on the young woman’s face. “I would like that. I’m Emily.”

      Quinn set the basket down in a small clearing between two other washerwomen trying vainly to hear their conversation. “I am known as Evan.” Quinn bowed.

      “Thank ya fer helpin’ me... Evan.” She lowered her voice. “Is there somethin’ I can do fer ya?”

      “Do ya happen to know of enna other way into the main buildin’?”

      She grinned. “There is a side entrance to the lower house. Only the servants use it. If ya come to it, ask fer me and tell ’em ya are bearin’ news from my family about my sick brother. They will let ya in.”

      “Excellent. Then when I next return to Dublin, I will most certainly call on ya.” Quinn bowed once more, took five steps, then turned back around. “I do not wish to go where the pirate queen is being held. What direction is she so I can avoid it altogether?”

      She pointed toward a tower. “Oh, they are keepin’ her in Bermingham Tower, but ya needn’t worry. There are plenty of guards to keep her in.” Emily shook her head. “One would think all of those big, strong men were afraid of her.”

      “One would think. Thank ya, dear, kind, Emily. Ya stay safe now.”

      When she was out of sight of the washing area, Quinn went in the exact direction Emily had pointed to, wondering just why it was there were so many guards to hold one woman. As she neared the tower, a hand slapped around her mouth, and she was pulled into a slim alley between two buildings. Reaching for her sword, Quinn remembered too late that she had left it with Tavish.

      “Stop struggling, Callaghan. It’s me!”

      The hand released her. When she whipped around, fist raised in the air, she saw Kwame.

      “Kwame! By the goddesses, what are you doing here?”

      “Shea came to me when I was in town and told me the rumor that the deputy was going after Grace.”

      “You saw Shea? How is she?”

      He smiled softly. “As beautiful as ever. Would that I could be her man; I would be the happiest man in the world. She told me you had given her a job to do.” Kwame’s eyes narrowed. “It does not make me happy that you have endangered her.”

      Quinn shook her head. “She is not in any danger, Kwame. She merely listens.”

      “Well, that listening gave me a chance to follow the captain when she went to the tavern. I was outside the tavern when they dragged her out, so I followed. I had no time to get word out. I’ve been keeping watch from afar, knowing you all would come sooner or later. I could only hope it was sooner.”

      “How is she? Is she––”

      “Alive? Aye. They’ll not be foolish enough to kill her here. They wish to put her on trial. They will want to make an example of her.”

      “This whole act is outrageous. I heard the grounds were burning English ships. Is that true?”

      “As far as I know, aye. But Callaghan, they hold her not for her crime. That is what they want everyone to think. They hold her because they know we will come after her.”

      “What?”

      Kwame nodded. “The MacMahons and their allies have paid handsomely for all of our heads. They are in bed with the English now, and they will stop at nothing to get their castle back and exact revenge for the deaths of those she killed.”

      “So she’s bait. That’s why there are so many guards. They are lying in wait.”

      Kwame nodded and adjusted his ill-fitting clothes. “Aye. They have men waiting for our ships to dock, and they’ll arrest the whole lot of us for those murders. Please tell me you’re not alone.”

      “Tavish waits outside. Fitz is at a tavern. The three of us came by horseback. The rest will arrive on the Breeze and the Mystery soon enough.”

      “Then there is still time. You must stop them from entering the port. There are English ships waiting to fire upon the Malendroke. They have been sitting in the bay since they captured her, just waiting.”

      Quinn looked at him. “We did not bring the Malendroke.”

      Kwame sighed loudly. “Well, at least that is in our favor.”

      “I have to get in to see her.”

      Kwame’s eyes grew wide. “No, Callaghan. You can’t do that. They’ll lock you up or use you to get to her.”

      Quinn nodded, feeling her heart beat with the sands of time.

      “If we send any man in to see her, we might never see them again.”

      Raising her head up and smiling, Quinn leveled her gaze at Kwame. “Any man is right.”

      He just stared at her.

      “I have a plan.”

      

      Tavish raced back from the city center and leapt off his black horse. Handing a package to Quinn, he said grimly, “I am not fond of this ploy, Callaghan. Not fond at all.”

      Taking the package, Quinn headed behind a smithy shop with Tavish and Kwame in tow. “Surely, they’ll allow a noblewoman bearing decent food in to see the captain. The guards are still Irishmen.”

      “Aye, Callaghan, but you can’t possibly think you can pull off being a fancy-pants noblewoman?” Kwame argued. “You’re small and all, but acting like a woman? I don’t know how you can pull that off.”

      Quinn looked up at Tavish. Something odd passed between them, and in that moment, she knew.

      “Callaghan’s plan is the only one we’ve got, Kwame. We need to ken what we’re up against before the rest of the crew arrives.”

      “But a woman? Come on, Tavish! There is no way a pirate can dress up like a woman, let alone a noble one! That’s like dressing a pig like a stallion. He might look like a horse, but the minute he oinks––”

      “Trust me, Kwame. I can do this. Now, please, both of you stand way over there with your backs turned, and do not turn around.”

      They did as they were told, and Quinn quickly stripped down and added the many uncomfortable layers women wore. When she got to the corset, she knew there was only one way to get it cinched.

      One way.

      Grace O’Malley and her crew’s lives depended on her now. Keeping her secret would cost people their lives unless she did this.

      There was simply no other way.

      Holding the corset to her nearly flat chest, she called to Tavish. “I... uh... need some help with the corset.” When Tavish turned, he stopped for a slight pause before stepping behind Quinn and grabbing the laces.

      “Forgive me, Tavish,” Quinn said softly. “For not being honest with you. I––”

      Tavish leaned closer, his chin near her shoulder. “Hush, Callaghan.” He pulled the laces tightly. “Ya think who ya really are is news to me?” He chuckled. “Men see what they want to see until ya show them somethin’ else. A long time ago, I saw somethin’ else. I figured ya had a million and one reasons fer not tellin’ me... I mean, other than the obvious.”

      Quinn whirled around. “You knew?”

      Tavish nodded. “At first, it bothered me ya didna feel like ya could trust me with the truth. Then I understood that it didna matter to me. Like I told ya. Everrabody has a secret. Some big. Some small. Some are shared, others not. Yers is and always will be safe with me.”

      Quinn blinked, tears coming to her eyes. “Tavish––”

      “Now doona go all girlie on me, Callaghan, just ’cause yer dressed like one.” He smiled. “Yer a pirate, through and through. Doona matter to me what’s under the clothes. What matters is what’s under yer skin, and ya got the heart of a warrior. So, if it’s all the same to ya, I’d prefer we continue with the ruse. No one need ken unless ya wish ’em to. They’ll not be hearin’ it from the likes of me.”

      Quinn nodded. “Thank you.”

      “It’s a brilliant move, lad, dressin’ as a noblewoman, but ya gotta get in and get out. The walls have ears, so be verra careful what ya say and what the captain says.” Tavish turned her back around and pulled once more.

      “Holy hell, how do women wear these things day in and day out?” Quinn groused. “I can barely remember what it feels like.”

      “I’m thinkin’ it’s magic.”

      Quinn chuckled and immediately regretted doing so. Adjusting her clothes, Quinn turned back around and undid her short ponytail. Then she ran her hands through her hair and fluffed it up.

      Tavish was smiling. “No one will stop ya, Callaghan. Ya look––”

      “Say it and I’ll kick your arse right here.”

      Tavish stared at her before both started laughing.

      “In and out, Callaghan.” Tavish bent down and grabbed the throwing knives sheath. “Strap this under that thing, just in case. Ya canna go in unarmed.”

      Quinn lifted her dress and strapped the knives to her thigh. “Wait for me outside the front gate, the one we came in through. After that, I need you to tell Fitz what’s going on and send him to the docks. We have to warn the ships not to pull into the harbor.”

      “Best way to do that isna from the dock. We need to send him ahead.”

      “On a ship?”

      Tavish shook his head. “Better to try to signal them from shore.” Tavish laid his hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “Be smart, Callaghan. In and out. Aye?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. In and out.”

      “I’ll be right by the gate.”

      “You can turn around, Kwame!” Quinn yelled.

      Kwame turned around, his jaw dropping when he saw Quinn.

      “Close yer yap,” Tavish said, walking up to Kwame. “Ya didna see this. If I ever hear ya speak of it, I’ll slit yer throat while ya sleep.”

      Kwame raised his hands and backed away. “No worries, Tavish, but are you sure you can get away with this? Callaghan barely passes as a woman. I’m not so sure.”

      “Thank you, Kwame,” Quinn said, barely suppressing a grin. “We all have our jobs to do. You both leave first.”

      “How much time do you need?”

      “Give me two hours. If I am not back, get to the ships and make a different plan. Save the crew. It is what Grace would want.”

      “Not leavin’ without ya, Callaghan,” Tavish said.

      “Tavish––”

      “No. No discussion. If ya do not come out, we will find a way to get ya both out of there.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Go now. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Ya better.”

      Tavish turned to Kwame. “Have them dock at Rogerstown until we ken what is happenin’. Then get yer arse back here.” To Quinn he said, “Two hours, lad. Doona make me come after ya.”

      With that, Quinn watched her two friends walk away and wondered if she was making the biggest mistake of her life

      

      “M’lady? You... you wish to see the pirate Grace O’Malley?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. Her family owes mine for losses incurred, and I wish to speak to her of it before she is hanged.”

      The guard licked his lips salaciously as he stared at Quinn’s barely visible cleavage. “She doesn’t get visitors.”

      Quinn leaned closer. As he bent forward as if to receive a secret, she grabbed the back of his head and held him tightly. “Unless you want to work the rest of your days in the pig field, I suggest you let me in there. I have many, many friends in much higher places than my own.” Releasing him, Quinn shoved him back. “Tell your commander Lady Quinn Gallagher, daughter of ––”

      “Of Henry?”

      She smiled sweetly. “The very one.”

      “Why didn’t you say so, m’lady? My apologies.” The guard walked with Quinn down dank hallways and thin corridors passing dungeon after dungeon until they finally arrived at a corner cell that held Grace.

      “Grace O’Malley, you have a visitor.”

      Grace barely glanced up. “I don’t care to speak with ennaone right now, so shove off, arsehole.”

      “There you go, Lady Gallagher. She does not wish to speak with you.”

      “Perhaps if you represented me by my maiden name. Callaghan?”

      Grace’s head snapped up and she leapt to her feet. “I’m so sorry. I did not recognize ya at first. Yes, guard, I will speak with the lady.”

      The guard turned back around. “You have fifteen minutes, Lady Gallagher.”

      Quinn turned to him. “Actually, I’ll have as long as it takes. Do not test my patience with your feigned bravado, sir. I am a noblewoman and expect to be treated thusly. If you cannot manage this, then I wish to speak with your leader.”

      “Excuse me, m’lady. I have forgotten my manners. Of course.”

      “Now leave us alone.”

      He hesitated, then left the area.

      “What are ya doin’ here?” Grace fairly growled. “Don’t ya know––”

      “That they want the rest of us? Aye, Captain. I have surmised as much.”

      Grace looked dumbfounded, her red eyebrows knitting together. “I see.” Grace’s eyes traveled up and down Quinn’s dress. “Verra smart, Callaghan. Verra, verra smart. Did ya... did ya have to give yerself up?”

      “Not important.” Quinn tried not to look at the purple bump on her captain’s left cheek or the cut across her forehead.

      Grace stared at her, waiting for an answer.

      “Just Tavish.”

      Grace nodded. “Not news to him, I’m sure. Now, where’s my crew?”

      “On their way.” Quinn held her hand up. “No, not on the Malendroke. We left her at Clare. They’re on the Breeze and Mystery, just a few hours out if all went well leaving the island. Tavish and Kwame are here with me. Fitz is at a tavern trying to get more information. We want to know what you want us to do. How can we get you out of here?”

      “There is nothin’ to do right now, Callaghan, except keep the crew safe.” Grace went on to confirm what Quinn had suggested to Tavish. “The English have backed those bloodthirsty MacMahons, who want to punish my crew fer my actions. That’s what this is all about. They want the gold, my crew, and a story that will exonerate them and their bloodthirsty queen. It is most unfortunate that our people are willin’ to be used as Elizabeth’s pawns, but this is her way of silencin’ those who know about the heads while retrievin’ the gold she lost along the way. ”

      “The crew won’t turn back without you, no matter how loudly you order them to, so let’s not waste time with that argument. We need to get you out of here.”

      “Callaghan, have ya seen the strength of their guards? A hundred at least. Ya are to return to the Malendroke and get her to safety. Go to France. Find Sayyida and dock in Morocco, but leave me and Ireland.”

      Quinn warmed instantly at the sound of Sayyida’s name. The Moroccan pirate was every bit as amazing as Grace, only more exotic and much sexier. Still...

      “That will never happen, Grace. I’m sorry. Besides, what if this is about... Mary? And Scotland?”

      Grace shook her head. “We are not on the block fer that. Mary covered well her tracks. No, this is Elizabeth’s doin’. She wants to make an example out of those who dare question her or her evil ways. This is about gold, about those heads, and about usin’ the Macs to drive a wedge between clans. Do ya think they’d really have the guts to come at us on their own?” Grabbing the bars, Grace brought her face up to them. “Listen to me, Callaghan. It will do me no good to see my crew killed or locked up. If they were goin’ to kill me, I’d already be dead. This is merely a warnin’ shot. We are not goin’ to run amok because of a single warnin’ shot.”

      “Then what would you have us do?”

      “Our enemies... my enemies, the MacMahons, will undoubtedly attempt to retake Doona Castle first. I am unconcerned about Doona. Let them have it. Ya and the crew are to protect Clare Island at all costs. If we lose Clare, we lose our home, our dignity, everrathin’.”

      “Clare Island means nothing to us without you, Grace. You cannot truly think the men will turn around and leave without a fight. It is not how you taught us. It is not who we are.”

      Grace’s eyes narrowed. “I taught ya how to stay alive, and that is what I expect to happen. Go now, Callaghan, and do not let the night slow ya down. That is an order.”

      Quinn stood a moment before reaching under her dress and pulling out two of her throwing knives. “One last question––”

      “No.” Taking the blades, Grace hid one in her boot and one between her breasts. “They did not molest me. Well... not fer lack of tryin’. A broken nose on one and cracked or broken ribs on another told them it would be easier and safer to bed a hornet’s nest. Tell the men I am in good spirits and I shall not be harmed but that they will be if they lose Clare.”

      “We won’t lose Clare, sir. I promise you that. You be strong. Know that we will do all we can to protect the island as well as you.”

      “I am countin’ on ya fer that. Ya done good, Callaghan. Really good. Now get out of here and take the crew with ya.”

      Quinn nodded, a sudden fear overwhelming her. “Captain?”

      “Uh-uh. No goodbyes, Callaghan. Even though we are, we will not act like women. Now is a time fer iron reserves, not soft mutterins. Ya will see me again––alive and with my sword stained with English blood. On that, ya have my word. Now go.”

      When Quinn finally reached Tavish, she’d had plenty of time to replay her conversation in her head at least a dozen times.

      “Callaghan! That didna take verra long. Is she––”

      “She is well, Tavish, but we will not be if we let our men land, and she wishes them to not come after her.”

      “Aye. Kwame headed off up the coast to see aboot stoppin’ them at Howth Head.”

      “Stopping them? How?”

      “Didn’t say. Just said he had a plan, and off he went. What are her orders?”

      Quinn motioned for him to follow her to a shoulder-high hedge, where she turned her back. “Get me out of this rib prison. I feel like I am suffocatin’.”

      Tavish quickly undid her laces as she shared with him her conversation with Grace. When Quinn finished, Tavish went to the opposite side of the hedge while she dressed.

      “She fears the MacMahons will come after Clare Island in an attempt to split our forces, for certain.”

      “Not before they retake Doona.”

      Quinn nodded. “Right. And that’s the only thing that will give us time to get back there. We must get to the Malendroke before they sink her, and then we must prepare to defend the island.”

      Tavish waited for a loud carriage to clack on by before he replied. “They willna attack Clare once they realize we were not taken care of.”

      “We need to be sure.” Jamming her dress in a sack, Quinn sighed loudly as she put her pirate clothing back on. “They won’t know we are there.”

      Tavish turned. “She wants us to kill the rest of the MacMahons?”

      Coming around to the front of the hedge where Tavish stood, Quinn shook her head. “No, Tavish. That’s not what she wants. She wants us to hold Clare Island. If we have to kill the rest of the MacMahons and their allies to do so, then so be it.”

      

      Once Kwame returned, having stopped their two ships, the three pirates rode hard and fast the way they’d come. Only when they slowed to rest the horses did Kwame explain how he’d managed to row out far enough with a white flag he’d used charcoal on to print a single word: Grace.

      Innis had sailed by him, tossing him a line off the port side. Kwame had tied the line to the front of his boat and allowed himself to be towed along until the Breeze had slowed down enough for Innis to come aft and have the crew pull the small boat closer.

      “It was a brilliant move,” Kwame explained, “that would have made Captain O’Malley proud.”

      “There’s a reason Innis is first mate,” Quinn said, dunking her head in the river they had stopped at to rest the horses.

      “I told them to wait at Rogerstown and not to leave until they’d heard from us.”

      “I’ll bet Innis wasn’t agreeable.”

      “Aye, Callaghan, you know him well. He asked what good a crew is if it can’t save its captain from a bunch of hooligans.”

      “How did you convince him to wait?”

      “I told him it was your idea. That was all it took.”

      Getting back up on her horse, Quinn adjusted her sore arse into the hard saddle. “How much further?”

      “Ten miles, more or less. What will we do once we get there?”

      Tavish and Kwame both stared at Quinn, waiting for the answer.

      “We’ll tell them to get their arses back to Clew Bay as fast as they can. We’ll take the best dozen riders we have, get back to Clare as soon as possible, and hope like hell the MacMahons are fighting to take back Doona Castle first.”

      “And if they aren’t? If they’re already at Clare?”

      Quinn grabbed the reins and turned her horse to the left. “Then there’s going to be a lot of dead MacMahons when Innis and the others arrive.”

      

      “They’re coming,” Quinn said, her telescope to her face.

      “How many?”

      She lowered her scope. “Not nearly enough.” She handed the telescope to Tavish, who looked through it. “Two dozen, maybe?”

      Quinn took the scope back. “They’re decoys. They’d never send so few against us by boat.” Taking long strides, Quinn walked over to the opposite side of the castle roof where she had spent the last ten hours waiting. “We’re pirates. They think by sending a boat, we’ll focus on that.” She looked through the telescope at the land behind the castle and nodded slowly. “Yep. there they are.”

      “How many?”

      “Sixty? Seventy? Maybe closer to a hundred.”

      “Then they think we are not a full crew.”

      “Aye. They must believe our crew is in Dublin... or worse.”

      Tavish stared at her. “Layin’ low was verra, verra wise, Callaghan. The men haven’t been too happy aboot bein’ locked up in the castle, but ya were right aboot them thinkin’ we have a skeleton crew.”

      “I don’t care about being right, Tavish. I care about freeing Grace, and we can’t do that if half of us are locked up or killed.”

      “Are ya sure the Malendroke is safe?”

      Quinn started down the stone steps. “Aye. Innis said they left it in Foxglove Cove.”

      “Good. I wish we had the galloglaighs with us.”

      “I’ve thought that several times. We could use a few decent land fighters right about now. I sent word out with Daniels. I figured he was better put to use on the back of a horse.”

      “Let’s hope he was able to find some.”

      When they reached the ground floor, Quinn pulled the men together. Whether it was because she was most like Grace or because they simply trusted her, not a single crew member questioned her taking the lead over Innis or Connor.

      Not one.

      “The ship is a ploy to get us thinkin’ we need to take care of it first. They want us to concentrate our attention on the ship while the rest come at us by land. We need archers up top right now. Do not pay enna attention to whatever is happenin’ on the water. It matters not at all. Go.”

      Eleven men grabbed their bows and quivers and took off up the steps.

      “Innis and Tavish will take the landin’ group around their flank. We want to pin them against the castle and then herd them toward the water. They will think their boat can save them. They will be wrong.”

      Quinn glanced slowly around at the faces looking back at her. “This is her home, our home we’re fightin’ fer. We cannot fail her now. If we lose here, they will surely kill her and the rest of us who live. We are not givin’ them that chance. Today, gentlemen, it’s win or die. Ya all have yer positions. May the goddess protect each and everra one of us.”

      The crew fanned out in all directions as they had done twice before when Clare was attacked. Quinn had both swords out and stood ten paces away from One Eye to her left and Connor to her right. As they waited for what would surely be a bloodbath regardless of who won, she thought about little Gallagher and the world she would grow up in. Would it become more violent, or would Ireland manage to find some peace? As clan attacked clan, was it possible that Elizabeth’s method of rule was actually safer and more profitable for the citizens of Ireland? Were the clan rivalries so antiquated that they were, in fact, hurting Ireland more than helping it?

      She hoped she lived long enough to learn the answers.

      “Callaghan?” one of the archers yelled down. “The MacMahons are not alone.”

      Quinn raced back inside and up the stairs, taking them two at a time. On the roof, she pulled her telescope out. “Where?”

      The archer pointed to an English ship coming around the bay. “What now?”

      “Nothin’ we can do but fight the good fight.”

      “There’s more!”

      Quinn turned to another archer. “Where?”

      “Behind the MacMahons. Mother of god, there must be at least three hundred!”

      Opening her telescope, Quinn scanned the land behind the approaching MacMahons. There they were, upwards of three hundred men joining the battle. By their tartans, she knew who they were. “The MacDougals and MacHughs.”

      The archer looked at Quinn. “Nearly twice as many as we have, Callaghan. It’s not too late to load us on the Breeze and the Mystery and live to fight another day.”

      Quinn lowered her scope, turned to the archer and punched him in the chest. “We’ll suffer no cowards today, Jonesy. Ya shoot until yer empty, then ya get yer arses downstairs and into the fray. Understand?”

      Jonesy nodded.

      “That goes fer the rest of ya! We are fightin’ fer our home!” With that, Quinn hurried down the stairs and back out with her crew.

      The defense was all wrong.

      Pulling those around her into a tight circle, she knelt down and started drawing in the sand. Pulling up from the far recesses of her mind, some of the lessons she and Patrick had learned as children, she started.

      “The Romans used a phalanx formation to win many battles in which they were outnumbered. I need ya to put our men in this formation on the south and east walls of the castle. Swords in front. On my command, start walkin’. Do not run. The key is to stay in formation. At all costs. Stay. In. Formation. If enna side gives way, we will not live to see tomorrow.”

      “A what?” came the first of many questions.

      “What about the archers?”

      “I’ll have them shoot fer the middle of the pack. Put our strongest in front. And the biggest. But be clear––no runnin’. Stay in formation. Enna questions?”

      “Then we are attackin’ and not defendin’?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. Now go.” Whirling back around, Quinn returned up the stairs and to the roof, where she explained their new roles.

      “We’re attackin’?” someone asked from the back.

      She nodded on her way to the stairs. “Aye. They expect us to defend. They most assuredly do not expect us to attack, especially given their numbers.”

      When she reached the bottom again, Innis and Tavish had returned with their men to report what Quinn already knew about their numbers.

      “A phalanx?” Tavish whispered, pulling her aside. “What on earth––”

      “Trust me. I read about it when I was younger. It is the best chance we have at defeatin’ them.”

      He looked dubious. “What aboot the English ship?”

      “One battle at a time. They still have to land. Until they do, they are not a threat.”

      Innis shook his head. “They have five cannons, Callaghan. They’re already a threat.”

      “We can’t beat that ship with either the Breeze or the Mystery, Innis. All we can do right now is take care of the immediate peril. Get yer men in formation and wait fer my cry.”

      Everyone but Tavish left the castle.

      “Why attack and not defend?” Tavish asked. “I am unclear, lad, aboot yer line of thinkin’.”

      Quinn wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Because it is what Grace would do.”

      “Do ya think she kens aboot a phalanx?”

      Quinn shook her head. “Nope. And neither will they. That is precisely what I am counting on.”

      

      “Stay in formation and stay alive!” Quinn yelled, tucking her telescope into the pouch around her waist.

      As she waited among a crew that had never been this quiet, she thought back to her tutor and his lessons about Rome and Greece. She’d barely paid attention since the lessons had all been geared for her brother, Patrick. She hadn’t cared about Rome or Greece. All she cared about was Ireland and how to make her better and stronger.

      This that was about to happen was the antithesis of better or stronger. It was decaying from within, and it was a brilliant strategy of Elizabeth’s crazy father, Henry VII. He had planted this seed of destruction long ago, when clan fighting had slowed down. He stirred that pot, and here they were now—boiling inside of it.

      She did not want to kill the MacMahons or any other Irishman, but they had no choice. It was the O’Malleys versus puppets of the English, and whoever won here—if winning was even the right word—would inherit little more than a bloody legacy.

      It made her sick... sick to think that the MacMahons had allowed themselves to be manipulated enough to continue doing the work of the English.

      Their choice.

      Their death.

      She had become one with it.

      “Callaghan?” Tavish whispered. “There’s only one flaw in this plan.”

      Quinn nodded. “I know. No one has our flank. We are vulnerable from that area.”

      A few seconds ticked by before Tavish whispered, “I’ll not let them have ya.”

      “I know. If it ever comes to that, I fully expect ya to end me.” Quinn counted to ten. It was time. “Forward! Always forward!” she cried.

      The phalanx moved forward, swords out and at the ready.

      The first MacMahons they met were stunned that the O’Malley clan had brought this fight to them. They went down like pigs to the slaughter.

      As the first bunch of MacMahons fell to O’Malley swords, the three rows of men behind them fell to the rain of arrows. The MacMahons stopped moving, their dead already all around them.

      “Push forward!” Quinn yelled.

      Recovering from their shock, the next group of MacMahons fought harder, the phalanx nearly collapsing until Tavish yelled at them to keep a tight order.

      The O’Malleys lost three men in that second surge, but the majority of blood on the island was MacMahon blood.

      “Keep movin’!” Tavish shouted.

      Quinn looked over at the large, barrel-chested man who had been her protector these six years. He fought beside her not for gold or glory but because they shared a bond. She would die for him if it came to that.

      The next salvo of arrows would be the last, as the O’Malley clan pushed their adversaries out of reach. Each push forward, always in formation, kept the MacMahons off balance just long enough to even the odds.

      When the MacMahons peeled off to the left of the phalanx, Quinn yelled for the men to break loose and deck fight.

      Not knowing what this was, the MacMahons slowed down their charge, allowing the pirates to change their tight knit formation to the looser but still organized attack they were more familiar with.

      Deck formation.

      Now the bloodshed began in earnest as the pirates were free to fight as if they were confined to the deck of a ship. It was a brilliant strategy born out of Quinn’s understanding that the MacMahons had the added advantage of always fighting on land. Quinn had removed this advantage ahead of time by explaining to the crew why they needed to fight within their ability.

      It proved to be a wise tactic. The MacMahons and MacHughs painted the earth red as they fell like cut trees in a forest. The pirates, sensing the tide had turned in their favor, slashed, hacked, and gouged their way through those foolish enough to continue attacking.

      Even those who tried to attack them from the side tasted their metal until, at last, the MacMahons, seeing they were losing the battle, turned to run.

      “Hold!” Quinn and Innis yelled simultaneously.

      All but two retreated, allowing the MacMahons to escape.

      Quinn was about to give her next orders when she saw dozens of MacMahons and MacHughs running at them from behind.

      Quinn and Tavish looked at each other before taking their fighting stance.

      “Callaghan?”

      Quinn looked over her sword at what was behind their attackers. She grinned. “I see it.”

      The men coming toward them were not running to them; they were running away from something. Eyes wild, arms churning, the Macs veered off in two directions.

      “Hold!” Quinn yelled as the group of men ran away on either side of them, revealing what they were running from.

      Chasing after the Irishmen were none other than the galloglaighs, with bloodied sparths in the air and battle cries that would curl one’s toes. Bloody and fighting in what the Goths had once called berserker battle when they fought the Norsemen, the glaighs cut down every man in their path.

      “It’s Lake!” Quinn yelled, her eyes scanning the area behind the large warrior running after the frightened MacMahons. When her eyes lit upon Evan, Quinn felt a rush through her body like the heat of Scottish whisky––from her chest to her arms and legs, she was aflame.

      Running up to her, arms and face bloodied, Lake frowned. “Ya canna let them live, Callaghan. Ya did so once, and here ya are. Doona ask us to show mercy. We shall not.”

      Quinn glanced over her shoulder at the crew. She knew he was right and hated herself for what she was about to do. She hated that it had come to this. Most of all, she hated that her earlier doubts and questions had been answered. As long as the Irish clan leaders could be bought with Elizabeth’s gold, Ireland would bleed.

      “Kill them all,” Quinn said. “Let no one live.”

      The crew and the galloglaighs tore off after their adversaries, leaving Lake and a few others behind to finish off any wounded.

      “How are ya here?” Quinn asked as Evan joined them. She wanted to hug Evan. She longed to kiss her all over and tell her how happy she was to see her. She wanted just one moment alone with her to tell her how she felt.

      “Later. When we feast. Right now, we must make sure the dead stay dead and that the nearly dead are completely dead.”

      Lake held his hand out and Evan handed him a well-sharpened pike. “Evan, stay here. I need ya not fer this.”

      Evan raised an eyebrow. “As if ya could stop me.”

      “Come on, Tavish McGee,” Lake said. “Let’s kill, collect, and pile on the shore. Let the bloody bastards rot there fer all to see what happens when someone attacks Grace O’Malley’s kin.”

      When Lake and Tavish were out of earshot, Quinn swallowed hard and clasped her hands behind her back lest she do something foolish with them. “Well? How is it ya are here in Ireland?”

      “We are here, Cap, because Mary of Scotland feared fer Grace’s safety after ya left. A missive from Elizabeth was intercepted and spoke to makin’ an example out of a faux queen. Mary felt Elizabeth’s intent was to show the Irish what happens if ya side with the Scots. She sent us straight away, and we came as soon as we could.”

      “Came? But how?” Quinn looked away as Lake jammed his pike through a wounded man’s eye.

      “First, we rode through Scotland. Then Bernard’s father, a fisherman, took us across to Dublin. While Lake and I were tryin’ to secure horses, there was all sorts of talk aboot the pirate queen bein’ held prisoner. Lake was able to visit Grace to see what is was she wanted us to do. Lake respects her like I have never seen him respect enna man.”

      Quinn’s eyes grew large. “Lake? How did he get in to see her?”

      Evan smiled and produced a stamp with Mary of Scotland’s seal. “It is how we move aboot unmolested.”

      Quinn stared at the stamp. A slight bit of red candle wax clung to the edge. “Ya forged a document?”

      Chuckling, Evan put the seal back in her pocket. “No need. He merely produces the folded and sealed document, speaks in a Gaelic voice nearly incapable of bein’ understood, and is a giant of a man no one would dare say no to, and... in he goes.”

      Quinn realized her eyes hadn’t left Evan’s lips. She forced herself to look in the woman’s eyes. “Brilliant.”

      “Grace told us what she’d ordered ya to do, so we jumped on fresh horses and rode to the coast. No one can ride like us.”

      “And that English ship?”

      “Was at the harbor when we arrived. We... borrowed it and the crew.” Evan glanced around. “And by the looks of it, not a moment too soon. Ya were well outmanned, Cap.”

      “Aye. That we were.”

      Before Quinn could say another word, Lake returned, wiping the bloody pike off on the kilt of a fallen Mac.

      “Ya fought well, Captain, but ya needed us in the end.”

      “Indeed. Thank ya, Lake.”

      “No need to thank us, Captain. We go where the fightin’ is. Just glad we could help. I was afraid we might be too late.”

      As the rest of the crew slowly trickled back, some bleeding and others wearing the blood of their enemies, Innis pulled Quinn aside “I’m afraid Jonesy didn’t make it.”

      Nodding, Quinn sighed. “I want a list of everra man we lost this day. Their families will be compensated fer their loss.”

      “Collectin’ our dead now. It was... not nearly as bad as it could have been. Well done, Callaghan. The phalanx was a stroke of genius.”

      

      When the dead had been carried back to the castle, Quinn realized both ships were gone. She was glad of it. Stopping at the castle door, Quinn turned and addressed the whole group. “Clean yer weapons, say yer prayers, and then get ready to empty the pantry. Tonight, Irish men and galloglaighs are goin’ to celebrate a battle that will go down in history! We saved our home and sent a message to ennaone who thinks they might come fer it or us. Well done, fellas. Well done.”

      “What about the captain? What now?” One of the men asked.

      Quinn held up her goblet. “Now, we drink to our victory. Tomorrow, we go get our captain!”

      

      The banquet hall smelled of cooked meat and spices still simmering on the trays. The wine was flowing, the ale was overflowing, and the laughter rattled the roof. Irish and galloglaighs alike smashed mugs in ribald toasts, tore meat from the bones of animals, and slapped each other’s backs with enthusiasm.

      Several times, a crew member would come to Quinn’s table and hug her from behind.

      “Ya saved Clare,” one of the pirates said, his ale-ridden breath wafting through the air behind her.

      “We saved her, Pearlie. We did it.”

      Pearlie released her, toasted Quinn for the fourteenth time, and staggered off to continue the party.

      “The men ken we couldna done it without ya. Ya lead well, lad. Yer phalanx was the key, as was yer connection to the glaighs. Ya ken they’d not have come unless someone loved ya hard.”

      Quinn cocked her head at Tavish. He had flecks of food in his beard. “Tavish––”

      He held his hand up. “It’s true and ya ken it, lad. Mary may have sent them to help, but I doubt she would have without someone persuadin’ her. I think we both ken who that was.”

      A small smile crept on Quinn’s lips. “You could very well be right. Thank you.”

      “Captain O’Malley’d be proud, Callaghan. Truly. It was an amazin’ victory.”

      “Tavish you know as well as I do that the glaighs saved us.”

      “Maybe. But up until then, we dominated the field. Don’t ya forget it. Yer plan was workin’.”

      When Tavish was gone, Evan appeared from just behind him and filled Quinn’s goblet of wine. Setting the decanter down, Evan raised her glass goblet, “To victories and vices!”

      Quinn laughed, feeling slightly lightheaded, and held her glass up. “To fierce friendships!”

      The room broke out in a roar.

      “So,” One Eye said loudly as he leaned across the twelve-foot table. He’d lost the top part of his left ear, and it was still bleeding. “What does Lake think our odds are of freein’ the Captain?”

      A few of the less drunken pirates turned to Evan.

      “Ask him,” she replied. “No one speaks fer him. Not even me.”

      One Eye grabbed his ale and staggered away, a few others trailing behind him.

      Turning, Quinn lowered her voice. “What’s yer opinion on us goin’ after her, Evan?”

      Evan slammed back the rest of her wine and let out a large burp. “In all honesty, Cap, that would be a fool’s play. We would lose more men than she would wish.”

      “We? Evan, ya and yer warriors are free to go. Ya did what Grace asked ya to do. Ya owe us nothin’ more.”

      Evan leaned far back in the chair and laced her fingers behind her head. “I see I need to teach ya the ways of the galloglaighs. We doona walk away from fights, Cap. We run to them. Run. Fast. Verra fast. Lake would no more walk away from ya now than he would sever his own limb, but even he kens when a battle has the potential fer too much loss of life.”

      “Then he would not attempt to rescue Captain O’Malley?”

      Evan smiled. “I didna say that. Tomorrow, when he is sober, ask him all these questions. He’ll be forthright and honest with ya.” Evan reached for the wine. “But tonight, let the men celebrate. They have earned it. Worra aboot tomorrow... tomorrow.”

      Quinn looked left. Then right.

      Evan leaned closer. “Not here and not now. I’m not goin’ ennawhere tonight, Cap, except where ya are.” With that, Evan poured more wine and the two disguised women drank together throughout the night, laughing, cursing, and discussing the victorious battle.

      As the celebration raged on, some men passed out while the majority did what all men do: they replayed their best kills. They acted out the moments they were heroic. They enjoyed what living felt like.

      When Lake called Evan over to help him retell his tale, Quinn watched in silent fascination as the little laoch cuidich played her role.

      There was something magical about the way Evan lit up a room. She was a ball of fire who drew everyone in and allowed people the chance to see that for all of his physical intimidation and brutishness Lake was a loyal and caring man who could tell a tale like an aged bard.

      Together they captivated the pirates, who edged nearer to the storytellers, and as Quinn watched and listened, she realized that somehow Evan had cast her spell on Quinn as well.

      “Callaghan, can I talk to ya out of doors?”

      Quinn looked over her shoulder to find Innis. “Certainly.”

      When they were outside in the brisk night air, she glanced back at the two glaighs as they rolled on the telling of their tale.

      The spell had been successful. She was mesmerized.

      “What is it, Innis?”

      Innis knelt down and picked up a stone. “Ya saved us, Callaghan, and we both know we were completely outmanned. What ya did was nothin’ short of genius.”

      “That or a miracle.”

      Innis chuckled. “That, too.” He stopped abruptly. “Callaghan, I know the men are lookin’ to ya fer leadership, and I––”

      Quinn held her hand up. “I do not want yer job, Innis. Ya are Captain O’Malley’s first mate. Not I.”

      “But––”

      “Let me finish. On the deck of enna ship, ya are the better leader. Ya know the winds like a man knows his wife. Ya are Grace’s choice. Unless and until she changes that, ya will remain such. I have no intention of usurpin’ yer role.”

      Innis looked down and slowly shook his head. “The men need the best leader, Callaghan, and––”

      “And that’s us. Together, Innis. I took over this time. Just this time. Next time, ya will have the information needed to give us the best chance of success.”

      Innis looked up at her. “I... I am afraid my eyesight will make it too hard fer me to lead.”

      Quinn smiled. “No, ya don’t get off that easily, my friend. Ya were a jackass to me when I first came on board, but that was a long time ago. We are brothers, ya and I. Brothers to the end. And I told ya I have a friend who can help with that eye problem of yers. She is a healer, and she might be able to help ya.” Quinn smiled softly. “We’re brothers, aye?”

      Innis’s smile matched hers. “Brothers to the end.” He started to walk away and then slowly turned back to her. “Mebbe it’s the ale, mebbe it’s just the wind, but sometimes, Callaghan, ya speak like a person of means.”

      Quinn strode over to him and patted his shoulder. “Trust me, Innis. It’s the ale. The only means I have lie here.” She took her hand off his shoulder and laid it on her chest. “The men in the castle and the captain of our ship are the treasures I hold dearest.

      Innis’s face broke into a wide grin. “Aye, on that, Captain Callaghan. Aye on that.”

      

      Quinn expertly brought Evan to the height of an orgasm that rattled Grace’s huge bed in her castle chambers.

      “Oh, mo omia ith tu me a mharu,” Evan murmured.

      “I’m not killin’ ya... yet,” Quinn said, rising from between Evan’s legs. “But I can if ya wish me to.”

      Pulling Quinn on top of her, Evan held her tightly, their sweaty bodies melting into each other. “I was scairt half to death when we landed and I saw how many of them there were and how few there were of ya. I couldna let meself think of ya gone.”

      Quinn kept her head on Evan’s shoulder, her battlesore body getting heavier with every passing moment. “I wasn’t sure I would ever see ya again. When ya didn’t come say goodbye... ”

      Caressing Quinn’s back, Evan kissed her temple. “Glaighs doona say goodbye, Cap. It puts the end to the wind, and the wind carries with it the truth.”

      “Ah. I have much to learn about Scottish spirituality and beliefs

      Evan snuggled closer. “I am not so easy to forget, eh?”

      Quinn raised her head and gazed into Evan’s eyes. “Forget ya? I haven’t stopped thinkin’ about ya since the moment we met.”

      “See? Impossible.” Evan kissed Quinn softly. “Yer quite a fighter yerself, me pirate captain. I was impressed and slightly excited by watchin’ ya fight. Such passion. Such focus. Yer an amazin’ creature, Cap.”

      “It’s Quinn. Quinn Gallagher.”

      Evan backed her head away slightly. “Would ya prefer––”

      “I prefer Cap.” Quinn leaned down and kissed Evan gently. “And ya? What’s yer real name?”

      “Evangelina.”

      “Truly?”

      “Aye. My parents had high hopes.”

      Looking into Evan’s eyes, Quinn felt her entire being warm and soften all at once. “Answer me this: Did the queen truly cut ya all loose after we left?”

      Evan smiled and reached up to brush a stray hair from Quinn’s forehead. “Honestly? She did so only after Lake sent her a message sayin’ he believed ya and yer men might be in trouble. Lake would have gone with or without her blessin’ and taken the gold she gave with us. It would not have been the wisest move, but he is a loyal man when loyalty is deserved.”

      Quinn suddenly sat up. “How could he possibly have known?”

      “He recognized that stayin’ much longer in her service might commit us to a country that is no longer our home and no longer safe. Elizabeth is too strong for Mary. We understand that now, so he used the only chip he had. Mary shooed him away not a moment after, gave us horses and away we went.”

      “So what happened in Dublin?”

      Flipping Quinn over, Evan lay on her side next to her. “We got to Dublin and started hearin’ aboot the capture of the pirate queen. The rest ya ken.”

      Tracing Evan’s thick eyebrow with a forefinger, Quinn nodded. “Ya returned to Clare not a moment too soon.”

      “Thank the goddess. There were more men on that ship than at first glance. Lake barely managed to get us all out in time. The killin’ was easier than I expected, what with us pinnin’ them and all. Yer men fought like glaighs.”

      “There are a lot of bodies to deal with.”

      “Aye. We’ll deal with those come mornin’. Right now, there is only one body I wish to handle.” Evan lightly kissed Quinn’s lips. “But before I go on, I have just one question. Are ya done with her?”

      “Her?”

      “The woman who makes ya furrow yer brow and pace the deck. The woman who weighs heavily on yer heart and clouds yer mind. Her.”

      “How did ya know?”

      “I got One Eye drunk one night on the ship and asked him what was makin’ yer heart so heavy. He told me aboot Fiona Moynihan.”

      “That bastard. I ought to cut out his tongue.”

      “Not his fault. I got him soused on purpose. I... I needed to ken if yer heart would be open to me or not. After what he told me, I was unsure. After watchin’ ya pace and worra so, I dina believe ya were open to lovin’ another.”

      “That’s over, Evan.”

      “But it hurt yer heart to let go?”

      Quinn nodded. “I won’t lie. I love her still. I probably always will, but we live in different worlds.”

      “As do ya and I.”

      Quinn looked up at her a long time before replying. “As ya stated earlier, I am a sea fighter and ya are a land warrior. We could not be such opposites unless we were the moon and the sun.”

      “And yet, here we are.”

      Quinn nodded. “Yes. Here we are.”

      Tracing her fingers down the center of Quinn’s body, Evan rested her palm on Quinn’s bare belly. “Cap, I have learned a great deal in my time with Lake and the rest of the galloglaighs, and the greatest lesson is that everra day is precious because it could easily be our last. Galloglaighs live hard, fight harder, and love when they can. This moment here with ya may or may not be our last, but it is all we truly have.”

      Laying her hand on top of Evan’s, Quinn sighed. “No promises, then?”

      Evan chuckled. “I canna even promise to be alive at the end of the day tomorra, so no, Cap. No promises. I can give ya all of me right at this moment, but since this is all we have, it’s the best I can do.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Evan kissed her again, her lips traveling down Quinn’s neck, soft Gaelic words escaping her mouth.

      Quinn arched her back and moaned slightly. “Damn, Evan, what are ya doin’ to me?”

      Looking up, she smiled. “Were ya not listenin’, then? I told ya––I am gonna teach ya the ways of the galloglaighs.”

      “But I... I thought ya meant... fightin’.”

      “Fightin’... lovin’... sometimes they are one and the same.”

      

      When Quinn entered the messy banquet hall the next morning, the laoch cuidiches were busily picking up all the spilled goblets and decanters.

      Lake and several of the other galloglaighs were stacking the dead in a pile. The pirates had yet to stir.

      As Quinn walked out to where Lake stood barking orders, her eyes scanned the area for Evan, who had snuck out in the middle of the night to return to her men.

      “He’s gone with that One Eye fella to bring a boat ’round.” Lake’s voice carried to her on the wind.

      “How is it yer already up and at it this mornin’?”

      A deep laugh came from the bottom of Lake’s well. “We’re Scotsmen, Captain. A little revelry canna keep us down. We need to get these bodies out of here before they go bad. If we wait fer yer lads, they’ll pop like full blisters.”

      Quinn stepped back as two fighters carried a rather rotund MacMahon to the pile.

      “Where are ya headed after this?” Quinn asked.

      Lake cocked his head. “We were under the assumption ya’d be headin’ back to Dublin fer Grace. We had planned on goin’ with ya to see if we could devise a plan to rescue her.”

      Quinn looked puzzled, not because of what he said, but how he said the last word––with feeling.

      “Thank ya, Lake. We’ll not go off half-cocked.”

      “Well then, when ya do go off, we’d like to come with ya. Dubliners put up a good fight fer sure, but we want a taste of those Englishmen. If ya will have us, we’d be happy to join ya.”

      Quinn didn’t know if her excitement came from having assistance in Dublin or from knowing she would get more time with Evan.

      Evan.

      Quinn had slept with many women since she donned pirate pants, but nothing, not even making love with Fiona, had prepared her for this kind of lovemaking. It was fiery, passionate, intimate, wild, physical, and fun. Becca was fun, but this? This was transportive.

      Evan was amazing.

      And now she would have her for a few more days at the very least.

      “Don’t these Scots ever sleep?” Innis asked, walking up next to Quinn in bare feet and rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      “Ya sound envious.”

      “Maybe a wee bit. Have ya seen how much they drink?”

      “Bottomless pits.”

      They both chuckled.

      “Callaghan, it’s time we figured out our next step.”

      “What were yer thoughts?”

      “It won’t be a popular decision, but it might verra well save our lives.”

      Quinn waved to Evan as the boat sailed into the harbor. “Let me hear it.”

      “Fightin’ in Dublin would not only be unwise but might get us more enemies than we need, Callaghan. Ya know it. I know it. It’s too easy to be surrounded in a city. Too many variables. Too many things can go wrong. Too many innocent folks can get in the way.”

      “Agreed. If we don’t go in fightin’, what did ya have in mind?”

      He turned to her. “Gold.”

      “Gold?”

      “Aye. I say we take the Malendroke, Breeze, and Mystery and plunder our way up the coast until we are so laden with gold and silver we can barely float.”

      “Ya want to bribe her way out of there?”

      “Elizabeth wants her gold back. We’re willin’ to return some of it to her. If they give us Captain O’Malley, we will give them all the gold in our holds. Let’s just see how badly the bitch queen wants Captain O’Malley.”

      Rubbing her chin, Quinn nodded. “Good plan, Innis. Really.”

      “And if we canna bribe them to let her free, we will use the gold to bribe the guards. But one way or another, we are freein’ Grace O’Malley from that bloody castle. Gold, Callaghan, will open more doors fer us than blood.”

      Quinn put her hand on his shoulder. “And that, right there, is why yer her first mate. It’s worth a try, Innis.”

      When Innis walked away, Quinn stared after him.

      Grace O’Malley inspired that depth of loyalty, and it was that loyalty that would save her life.

      

      Eleven days out to sea, we’ve already amassed a sizable collection of chests filled with gold and silver coins. Innis’s idea was really a solid one. Every English ship we board, he tells the captain and crew to let Elizabeth know that unless Grace O’Malley is released, it will continue to cost her.

      I thought that a little reckless until Evan told me a story one evening as we lay together in my quarters aboard the Breeze.

      She told me about the time Lake had been captured by the English... not long after Evan had become a laoch cuidich. It had been a skirmish between the English occupiers and the Irish clans on the southern coast of the island. The galloglaighs had been called in by one of the nobles who wanted the settlers to disperse and leave his lands.

      During the battle, Lake had been hit over the head and eventually captured by the English. Because of his size, they trussed him up and dragged him onto a ship to take back to the queen. Apparently, the English felt he was quite the prize and believed it would boost their esteem in the queen’s eyes to show that they had actually conquered the mighty galloglaigh.

      A trophy.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      So they took Lake in shackles to tell the queen about the battle and how successful the plantation was becoming.

      Plantation.

      The word makes my skin crawl.

      Anyway, when they finally had an audience with her, Elizabeth looked Lake over like he was nothing but chattel and offered him his freedom if he would only agree to spy on Mary and her troops, as well as try to run the galloglaighs against both Ireland and Scotland.

      Lake refused.

      Elizabeth was not thrilled. She ordered Lake under the lash and then to be released at the border. She wanted to break him... to send a strong Scot home a broken man as a none too subtle message.

      She made the mistake of letting him live.

      When he arrived at the border, bloodied back and all, Evan and a huge contingency of galloglaighs from all over the country were waiting.

      They crushed the English soldiers and lined the border with four dozen heads on pikes.

      That message was heeded, and Elizabeth pulled her men further away from the border.

      Queen Elizabeth hates to lose. She is an excellent tactician and strategist and knows when to ebb and when to flow.

      So as nervous as it made me to allow the English crew members to live, if Lake and Innis both believed sending a message to Elizabeth might get Grace released, I had to hope they knew what they were doing.

      I know what I’m doing.

      I am falling in love with the little laoch cuidich. I have watched her for days now and am impressed and amazed by her physical strength and agility. I am amazed that she is strong one moment and soft the next. That she can run a man through one day and love me up the next. She is wonderful, warm, funny, loyal, and she makes me laugh.

      Yesterday, I sat with the crew while she and another laoch cuidich showed the crew something called Shaolin. According to Evan, Shaolin had been employed by a group of monks a decade ago. These monks used this Shaolin technique to defeat a band of pirates. These warrior monks (who knew there was such a thing?) chased the surviving pirates over ten days and almost twenty miles. The pirates lost over one hundred of their men to the monks’ four.

      I stood, transfixed on Evan as she told the story. Our men were equally as enthralled, not just because of the tale but because of the teller. Evan had the gift of a bard––a finer storyteller I’ve never heard.

      When she finished the tale of the Shaolin warrior monks, she asked the crew one question: What had the monks used to defeat the pirates?

      The crew, like excited children in school, called out everything from axes to cannon balls. When at last they settled down, Evan held her hand up.

      They silenced immediately.

      Even walked over to a mop stick and held it up. “With sticks.”

      The crew went wild.

      I fell harder for her. Then she asked for a volunteer, and that was when things got interesting.

      

      When Evan asked for a volunteer, Connor rose. She had him pull his swords.

      Quinn was slightly nervous about seeing her lover facing a good fighter with two swords while she held just a stick. The stick was as tall as she was, but it was, after all, just a stick.

      Quinn looked to Lake, who leaned against the railing, his arms folded across his chest as if he, too, was enjoying this demonstration.

      Evan told Connor to come at her. He wisely looked to Lake, who nodded.

      When Connor raised his swords, Evan began twirling that stick under one armpit, in front, under the other, in such a manner that Connor froze.

      “Come on, Connor,” one of the crew urged. “He’s a wee bit of a thing.”

      Connor took two steps.

      Evan continued rotating the staff in such a way that Connor did not know where to strike. His hesitance cost him as Evan, in a move that defied her gender, first knocked his long sword from his hand and then his short sword.

      The crew erupted as his swords clanged on the deck. When Connor reached for them, she hit his wrist with the stick.

      To everyone’s surprise, she tossed her stick to Lake, who caught it with one hand.

      “I’ll make it fair,” she said, taking a fighting stance.

      Connor glanced at Quinn. All she could do was shrug.

      “Come on, Connor. Ya outweigh me and are taller and probably stronger. How hard can it be to take me down?”

      Launching himself at her, Connor was swept off his legs by a leg sweep. He fell with an oof to the deck but jumped back up and came at her again.

      Evan blocked his attempt to hit her with her left forearm, grabbed his other arm, flipped him to the ground and pinned him with her knee to his chest.

      “The Shaolin monks used a stick and only their hands and legs as weapons to defeat the pirates. They had many techniques that allowed them to beat even armed opponents.”

      The deck was silent as Evan helped Connor to his feet.

      Connor took three steps before wheeling around, fist cocked and face red.

      Evan dodged the blow, grabbing his fist and driving him to his knees. “Shaolin is the oldest of the oriental arts of defense. It takes years to learn but is one of the best ways fer a warrior to stay alive.”

      When she released Connor, Lake said, “I’d be done if I were ya, Connor. He hasna even begun showin’ ya the damage he’s capable of.”

      Connor took Lake’s advice and sat in the audience. Evan went on to explain to the crew that she’d seen them all fight and they wouldn’t last five minutes against a Shaloin monk. On the deck of a ship, where mobility was limited, knowing how to fight without a weapon was advantageous.

      They were all eating out of the palm of her hand, and for the next three days, the laoch cuidiches and galloglaighs trained Grace’s crew on Shaolin techniques.

      If Quinn hadn’t loved Evan before, she certainly did after that demonstration.

      Quinn, of course, received private lessons from the little warrior, and though she kicked Quinn’s arse every single time, Quinn began to understand the need for this style of fighting.

      This was the end of their twelfth day at sea, and finally, Innis believed they had enough booty to take to Dublin, where they were now headed.

      Dublin.

      Where they would either free their captain or turn their galloglaighs loose on their countrymen.

      Quinn could only pray it wouldn’t be the latter.

      “Lad?” Tavish asked. “Aboot the gold? Ya gotta make a decision here and soon.”

      Quinn closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The crew was getting itchy to get to Grace, to rescue her from her prison. Would doing so cost more lives?

      She knew it would.

      Grace would never leave a man behind. Quinn had seen as much form her captain during and after the fire.

      Turning to the men, she nodded slowly. “Captain Grace O’Malley has fed us, made us wealthy men, and given us a place to call home. If there be enna man who does not wish to repay her fer all that she’s done to give us a home—a family—now is the time to walk away. No disgrace. No judgement. Just know: stayin’ means riskin’ yer lives to save our captain.”

      The men looked around at each other. No one moved.

      Nodding, Quinn raised her sword in the air and shouted, “Then Dublin it is! Time to show the world just what Grace O’Malley’s crew is made of!”

      As the men raised their swords and hollered, Quinn caught Tavish’s eye.

      She could only wonder at how many of them wouldn’t make it back.

      

      
        Pick up with Book III in the Plundered Chronicles coming soon to an eReader near you!

        

        Subscribe to Alex’s newsletter to make sure you don’t miss out: www.AlexWestmore.net/Newsletter

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          More from Alex Westmore

        

      

    
    
      The Silver Legacy

      Darkness Descends

      The Demon Within

      Blood of the Demon

      

      The Plundered Chronicles

      The Pirate’s Booty

      Shiver Her Timbers

      Fire in the Hole

      

      The Timeless Love Saga

      Together in Time

      The Future of Yesterday

      Back to You

      

      The Umbra Mortis Saga

      The Handler

      Dead Again

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Alex Westmore has lived in a haunted house, has a raging empath for a best friend, and eats up paranormal experiences with a huge supernatural spoon. To get closer to the action, she has spent time with Voodun in New Orleans, medicine men in the Southwest, and a Shaman in the Amazon.

      Alex is a five-time award winning author of several series, from zombies to demons to empaths, oh my! When she isn’t writing, she’s thinking about writing and imagining where her next great adventure will take her.

      Spice up your life! Join Alex on her next amazing adventure…you will be so glad you did. The journey begins at www.AlexWestmore.net.

    

    
      
        	
          [image: Twitter:]
        
        @AlexWestmore10
        

        	
          [image: Facebook:]
        
        AlexWestmore10
        

      

      
        www.AlexWestmore.net

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
-

,ﬂf&Ex WESTMORE &





images/00002.jpeg
4

Broad Winged Books





images/00001.jpeg
4





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
ALEX WESTMORE

‘ %






images/00006.jpeg
FOLLOW Me. 1 Know
WHere THe FTee BOOKS | 4
& GIVeaways are

www.smarturl.it/IntrepidReader





images/00005.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
Demons, Swearing, & LesBIans

more Westmore pleasel!
/






