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   For my husband, 
who wants nothing more than the entire sea;

For Marybeth, 
who made me read that essay collection;

For my mother, 
who let me take the book of dirty limericks;

And in loving memory of my mother-in-law, 
Lynda Kay Lawhon

  

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

   By order of appearance.

   Some characters are mentioned before they appear on the page.

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

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

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

   Sivney: Eóin’s first mate

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

   Gutty: orphan, keeper of fires, curses with flare

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

   Manannán: the Irish sea god, speaks only to Grace

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

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

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

   John Bingham: Sir Richard Bingham’s brother, henchman

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

   Richard Bingham Senior: Richard and John’s father

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   Éamon: Donal O’Malley’s stepfather, drunkard

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

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

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

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

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

   Aisling: Donal O’Malley’s mother, schemer

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

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

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

   Hugh de Lacy: shipwrecked man, well endowed, trouble

   The MacMahon: chieftain of the MacMahon clan

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

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

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

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

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

   Brian: steward of Rockfleet Castle, inconvenient timing

   Bald Alec: brehon, loyal to clan Bourke

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

   Edmund Bourke: Richard’s son, quite a shock

   Aoife: Edmund’s mother, a relief

   Tibbot Bourke: Grace and Richard’s son, gallant

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

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

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

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

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

   Queen Elizabeth I: Elizabeth Tudor, Queen of England, needs no introduction
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   ‌A Guide to Pronunciation

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

   
    
     
     
    
    
     
      	
       Name

      
      	
       Pronunciation

      
     

     
      	
       Gráinne Ní Mháille

      
      	
       GRON-ya nee-WALL-ya

      
     

     
      	
       Eóin

      
      	
       Owen

      
     

     
      	
       Donal

      
      	
       Doh-nuhl

      
     

     
      	
       Maeve

      
      	
       Mayv

      
     

     
      	
       Manannán

      
      	
       man-AN-awn

      
     

     
      	
       Ultan

      
      	
       ULL-tuhn

      
     

     
      	
       Seán

      
      	
       Shawn

      
     

     
      	
       Éamon

      
      	
       AY-mon

      
     

     
      	
       Aisling

      
      	
       Ash-ling

      
     

     
      	
       Murrough

      
      	
       MUH-ruh

      
     

     
      	
       Aoife

      
      	
       Eee-fuh

      
     

    
   

   
    
     
     
     
    
    
     
      	
       Term

      
      	
       Pronunciation

      
      	
       Meaning

      
     

     
      	
       báb

      
      	
       bawb

      
      	
       baby

      
     

     
      	
       Bean an Tí

      
      	
       BAN-na-tee

      
      	
       Lady of the House

      
     

     
      	
       brehon

      
      	
       BREH-hun

      
      	
       a type of law, or a lawyer

      
     

     
      	
       cailín

      
      	
       KOLL-een

      
      	
       a young woman

      
     

     
      	
       Caoimhe

      
      	
       KEE-va

      
      	
       one of Grace’s ships

      
     

     
      	
       céad míle fáilte

      
      	
       KEE-od meela FALL-sha

      
      	
       “one thousand welcomes,” a traditional greeting

      
     

     
      	
       chorráin

      
      	
       KOR-onn

      
      	
       a scythe

      
     

     
      	
       citeóg

      
      	
       KIT-og

      
      	
       left-handed

      
     

     
      	
       croagh

      
      	
       croak

      
      	
       hill or mountain

      
     

     
      	
       currach

      
      	
       KOOR-ock

      
      	
       a traditional Irish boat

      
     

     
      	
       daideo

      
      	
       DAD-o

      
      	
       granddad

      
     

     
      	
       Dia duit

      
      	
       dee-a DITCH

      
      	
       “God to you,” equivalent of hello

      
     

     
      	
       Dubhdara

      
      	
       DUV-dara

      
      	
       “Black Oak,” nickname

      
     

     
      	
       eejit

      
      	
       EEJ-it

      
      	
       idiot

      
     

     
      	
       fian

      
      	
       FEE-uhn

      
      	
       a small band of warriors

      
     

     
      	
       leathcheann soith

      
      	
       Ya-HYON suh

      
      	
       stupid bitch

      
     

     
      	
       leine

      
      	
       LAYN-ya

      
      	
       a long multipurpose undershirt worn by men and women

      
     

     
      	
       lough

      
      	
       lock

      
      	
       lake

      
     

     
      	
       lúireach

      
      	
       LOO-roo-uck

      
      	
       protective armor, chainmail

      
     

     
      	
       mo fhear

      
      	
       muh-AR

      
      	
       my husband

      
     

     
      	
       mo ghrá

      
      	
       muh-GRAW

      
      	
       my love

      
     

     
      	
       Niamh

      
      	
       Neev

      
      	
       the O’Malley flagship

      
     

     
      	
       Róisín Dubh

      
      	
       ROE-sheen Dove

      
      	
       one of Grace’s ships

      
     

     
      	
       Saoirse

      
      	
       SEER-sha

      
      	
       Hook’s ship

      
     

     
      	
       Scian Catha

      
      	
       Shkin KA-ha

      
      	
       “Battle Knife,” the O’Flaherty flagship

      
     

     
      	
       sgian-dubh

      
      	
       shkin-DOVE

      
      	
       black knife

      
     

     
      	
       tá

      
      	
       ta

      
      	
       an affirmative statement similar to yes

      
     

     
      	
       tachrán

      
      	
       TA-ron

      
      	
       toddler

      
     

     
      	
       tánaiste

      
      	
       TON-ish-ta

      
      	
       chieftain elect

      
     

     
      	
       taoiseach

      
      	
       TEE-shuck

      
      	
       chieftain

      
     

    
   

  

 
  
   ‌The Pirate Queen

  

 
  
   Maiden, 1535

   “Storm Born”

   —

   Grace is five years old

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

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

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

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

   “ ’Tis what you said.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “You said—”

   “I made no promises.”

   She shakes her head. “Isn’t fair.”

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

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

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

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

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

   “Take me,” she demands.

   “No.”

   “You said it was my hair.”

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

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

   “Prepare to shove off!”

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

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

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

   Niamh groans and moves away from the rocky outcropping.

   “Again!”

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

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

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

   Furious, Grace throws the braid at his head. The sight seems to startle him and he reaches for it on instinct, but her hair is caught by the wind and whisked away, a red sail flapping in the sun for a moment before it drops to the brackish water, tendrils spreading, soaking, then sinking.

   *

   Maeve. Wife and mother and—now—untangler of knots. She winces as the comb catches in what is left of her daughter’s once-beautiful hair.

   “Why?” Maeve asks.

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

   Again she asks, “Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

   A nod.

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

   Gráinne opens her mouth to argue.

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

   “He lied.”

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

   “Fathers shouldn’t lie.”

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

   “Do women lie?”

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

   “Tá.”

   “When?”

   “Usually when our lives depend on it.”

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

   “Why can’t girls go to sea?”

   “Why would you want to?”

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

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

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

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

   “Promise me you will never do this again.”

   “Why?”

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

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

   “They won’t,” Maeve says with a shrug. Then she takes her daughter’s face in her hands and brings it close. Until their noses touch and their breath mingles. “Not unless you make them.”

   *

   Some days later, Eóin returns from Galway. Routine trading mission. A good haul of smoked turbot and salmon, packed in wooden barrels. It is easy enough to get the cargo to Galway, and from there it will go on to Spain, mostly, though France has developed a taste for Atlantic fish of late. He’d also carried a hold full of tallow and skins: deer, sheep, rabbit, and pine marten. The European demand grows larger every year and he is happy to meet it. And since he was lucky enough to run across a poorly guarded English cog? Well, wasn’t it only fair to take a portion of the cloth and wine it carried? Safe passage and all. Sure, he has a wife and daughter to please.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “I didn’t think you were awake.”

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

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

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

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

   “Why did you lie to her?”

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

   “What do you mean?”

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

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

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

   “How does she look at that bloody boat?”

   “Like she wants it.”

   “And that angers you?” she asks.

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

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

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

   Donal.

   Eóin, you fool, you drab, he thinks.

   Maeve hates talking about the boy.

   But what is he to do?

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

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

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

   “Would it have changed your mind?”

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

   “Tá. But do you regret it?”

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

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

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

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

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

   “That isn’t fair,” he whispers.

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

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

   “Make it right,” she says.

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

   “Take Gráinne with you.”

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

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

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

   Eóin is silent for so long that Maeve laughs.

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

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

   “Do you remember the night she was born?”

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

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

   “You didn’t think so at the time.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “Gray like what?”

   “Like the sea.”

   She smiles at him.

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

   “No,” Maeve answers, lowering herself so that her head rests upon his chest. “I think they are gray because the sea belongs to her.”

   *

   It does not occur to either of them that the girl might not be in bed. In fact, Grace sits at the base of the stairs leading into the privy chamber, her soft round cheek pressed against the cool stone wall, listening to the story of her birth. Is that a storm building in the harbor now? Or only her imagination? She shivers with anticipation even as the skin prickles along the back of her neck.

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

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

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

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

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

   She is storm born.

   Knives bring good luck.

   The sea belongs to her.

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

  

 
  
   Mother, 1550

   “Lady of the House”

   —

   Grace is twenty years old

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

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

   But Grace is not idle.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   Niamh.

   *

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

   “Only for today,” Donal says.

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

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

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

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

   “And who is this?” she asks.

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

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

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

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

   “Tá,” Donal says. “I’ve a message for your husband.”

   *

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

   “Her fecking husband is always away.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “A secret?” Gráinne asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “So long?” he asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “He did ask about you,” Nora adds.

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

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

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

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

   A brow lifted in question.

   A nod.

   “I have an idea,” he says finally.

   “And what might that be?” Gráinne asks.

   Instead of answering her, he leans forward and shouts down the table, “Sivney! Ready the ship.”

   *

   Niamh crests a wave, then comes down hard, blowing frigid spray into her eyes. Grace laughs with delight from her position in the bow, then checks the compass that sits heavy in her palm. They are headed due west, into the Atlantic, toward the great unknown.

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

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

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

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

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

   Gutty surprises her, however.

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

   “What’s wrong?” she’d asked.

   “Boats ain’t real,” he declared.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “The Murray twins? No.”

   He snorts.

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

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

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

   “Why?”

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

   “Will you be escaping, then?”

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

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

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

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

   “Are you happy? At Westport?”

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

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

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

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

   “You also have the right to be happy.”

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

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

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

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

   “I do not think—”

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

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

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

   “More than Richard?” he asks, teasing.

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

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

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

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

   “Then why did you just give it?”

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

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

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

   “Are you sure?” she asks.

   “Tá.”

   “And if they refuse?”

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

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

   While pissing on deck, an old boatswain
Fell asleep, and his pisser got frozen.
It snapped at the shank,
And it fell off and sank
In the sea—’twas his own fault for dozin’.


   Utter, stunned silence on the deck below.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   “No,” he says. “We must be off.”

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

   “How many bábs have you stuffed in there?”

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

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

   She laughs.

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

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

   “You promised me joy,” she accuses Manannán.

   And did I not deliver it right to your feet?

   “Only to steal it away again,” she says, then turns back to the dark castle on the hill.

   *

   There is a letter on her pillow.

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

   Richard Bourke.

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

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

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

   Yours, Richard in Iron.

   She laughs, thinking of that chainmail shirt.

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

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

   Ego te expectabo.

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

   I will wait for you.

   Latin.

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

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

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

   Gutty’s fire—warm and glowing—does its job and devours the letter entirely. She watches it curl in on itself and turn to ash
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