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Chapter 1
Enhanced negotiations
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"Is that it?" 
Taaffe pointed to a small house on a hillock surrounded by bog-land, with clutches of trees dotted around the vicinity. At the bottom of the hillock were more shack-like dwellings resting in the crevices of the land, paying their meagre homage to the house on the hill. He had brought with him land surveyors, the local magistrate whom he had appointed to assist him in his duties as sheriff of Sligo and a selection of soldiers and thugs, but it was mostly interchangeable, which was which.
The magistrate consulted his records.
"Yes, lord. On the maps, these are supposedly the lands of Turlough O'Hara."
Taaffe stroked his beard.
"I'd say these could be worth maybe fifteen to twenty pounds. What do you think, Sean?"
The surveyor applied his skills to the hillock and its surroundings.
"That'd be about right. A little more if you didn't record that part of the lands are in a bog. The landlords in Dublin will never know."
"Right you are, then. Let's go acquire some land." Taaffe slapped his hands together to signal to his men to venture forth.
Turlough O'Hara looked out the door of his house and saw a band of armed men walking up the hill. He signalled to his sons to fetch the pitchforks and old swords. Taaffe and his men strode up the muddy path to the house, past a couple of domestic pigs, a handful of young cows, and scattered the skinny chickens in their wake. Turlough O'Hara, a thin, old man and a veteran of many a famine and war alike, stood outside his house waiting for them.
"That's far enough for now," he said. "My son has his bow aimed at you, and he can reload faster than you can run up the hill. State what you want from a safe distance for both of us."
Taaffe brought his men to a halt.
"I'm here on the Queen's business and it's an offence to interfere with that," said Taaffe. "I know the Queen may not feel like much to you isolated on your hilltop and all that, but she rules all these lands and all the surrounding oceans as far as the eye can see and she's appointed me to do her business. Therefore, I'd advise you to treat her servants kindly and not be pointing arrows at them and issuing threats."
"These hills are all I have. I've been beyond to visit far-off clans and the markets in Galway, but I've never seen this Queen of yours, so you could be here just to tell me tales. State your business, or else move on."
The grin gave away Taaffe's intentions.
"That's no way for you to treat a man that's here to make you an offer."
"And who is that man?" said Turlough.
"I'm William Taaffe, the sheriff of Sligo, right-hand man to Governor Bingham. I'd come up there, shake your hand and make your acquaintance, but I don't want an arrow in my head for my troubles."
"I've heard of you," said Turlough. "You and your master wrongfully took Drumahair Castle from the O'Rourke. They say the castle sits on the ridge of the two demons. I must be talking to one of those demons."
Taaffe gave a throaty laugh.
"Now there's no need to be a gossipmonger nor resort to name-calling. We can both sort this out like reasonable men."
Taaffe made a hand signal behind his back to his men. Some of them slipped off.
"What is this offer you've come to make me?" said Turlough. "I haven't got all day. I've got crops to attend to."
Taaffe stood a foot on a tree stump and rested on his knee.
"There doesn't look like much here to pay the chieftain when he comes looking for his coign and livery. That must be a real burden to you?"
"I do just fine, thank you. Why are you so concerned about my welfare?"
"Who better to protect you than the Queen? Have you ever seen a more impressive army than hers? All she wants is a reasonable steady rent and you get all the benefits of her protection, her laws, her army, all of it."
Turlough scowled.
"I've heard about all them Queen's laws. You note all these things down on your papers, things that you've apparently agreed and then you get dragged in front of the Queen's court and someone reads out the same piece of paper and everything is different. A den of cunning thieves is what that court of yours is. Now begone with you before my sons let loose."
Taaffe laughed.
"The Queen will be so disappointed to hear that's what you think."
With that, Taaffe's men, who had sneaked around the other side of the hill, came from behind two of Turlough's sons and slit their throats from ear to ear. Turlough and his other men turned to see what the commotion was, and Taaffe saw his opportunity and stormed up the hill. Turlough only had the time to dispatch one of his sons' murderers before Taaffe and his men felled Turlough and the remaining O'Haras in a rain of blows.
Taaffe wiped his mouth of blood from one of the few O'Hara retaliatory blows that landed.
"Bring him to me." Taaffe pointed to the beaten body of Turlough.
They dragged Turlough in front of Taaffe, kicked the back of his knees, and one of them grabbed him by the hair and held up his head. Taaffe thought it best to administer a few punches to the face before commencing negotiations. Turlough's head lolled from side to side.
"Wake him up," said Taaffe.
The two men dragged him over to a nearby puddle and shoved Turlough's face in it until he choked in the water. They picked him up and placed him in the previous position of on his knees and head held up by the hair. In the meantime, the land surveyor and magistrate gingerly walked up the hill, having turned away so as not to witness the violence.
"Now, let us get something straight. This is the Queen's land, not your land. Don't give me any of that Mac and Oe nonsense about the land belonging to your great grandfather's uncle. This is the Queen's land and always has been. Tell me you understand?"
Turlough's head remained bowed, but unmoved.
"Nod his head, will you?"
Taaffe's man grinned as he tugged Turlough's hair up and down.
"Now I'm the Queen's agent, so I act for her and follow her instructions on what she wants to do with her land. Have you got that?"
Turlough's head was nodded for him once more.
"Now I'm here to give you a chance. It's up to you to take it."
They nodded Turlough's head again.
"Now you either agree to pay the Queen's rent or I'll have to evict you from this land for being a squatter. What is it to be?"
Turlough's head remained limp and unmoving.
"Is he still alive?" said Taaffe.
A swift kick in the ribs and a yelp confirmed he was.
"Pick him up."
Turlough resumed the same position.
"Now this land is worth more with tenants on it. Since you're here, I'll give you the first option. Do you want to be the Queen's tenant?"
Turlough did not move. Taaffe slapped him across the face.
"I need an answer. Are you to be the Queen's tenant?"
Turlough roused and spat the blood out of his mouth.
"The O'Haras will not be slaves."
"What was that? I can't hear you. I need a yes or no."
"The O'Haras will not be—"
Taaffe whipped out his knife and slit his throat. The men let go and Turlough fell to the ground. Turlough's life drained into the bog he had done so much to defend.
"Secretary, mark this land down as untenanted, assign a value, and get the magistrate to write it up. Let's move on to the next farm. Nothing more to be done here."
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Taaffe and his men rode back to Drumahair Castle several days later. The flags of the Governor of Connacht flew proudly from the towers. It was a green and pleasant land with a handsome rental income, and the ground was soft underfoot for Taaffe's column of men. The tents of the English army and the supporting companies supplied by the loyal gentry of Connacht surrounded the castle. The Governor always travelled with a large force, for rebellion was rife in his province. But Taaffe was his most trusted man, almost an extension of his cruel arm.
The Governor needed men like Taaffe, for the wilds of Ireland was a place for adventurers. These resourceful men could take advantage of opportunities as long as they were not limited by the lengths they would go to exploit them. It took a callous man to succeed, especially in the hinterlands of Connacht, which was at best filled with bandits and, at worst, having another armed succession or territorial dispute.  
Taaffe was an excellent example of a man who prospered in such conditions. He had been born the second son of wealthy Catholic landowners in county Louth. He was a large handsome man with a chiselled jaw, hands like paws, and an appealing personality until you got to know him and his brutish ways better and realised how far he was prepared to go to get what he wanted.
Taaffe had left his family land to be inherited by his older brother and found employment with Sir Richard Bingham and risen to the rank of the sheriff of County Sligo. He assisted Bingham in his brutal subjugation of Connacht and became a wealthy landowner in his own right because of it. His master wished to auction off more of the land occupied by the native Irish to the gentry of Dublin and Munster, and Taaffe was instructed to requisition it.
The gates opened upon the confirmation of the sight of Taaffe, and he rode straight in. Taaffe was sent with his officials straight through to a secluded room in the tower of the castle, for Bingham did not want the lords of Connacht to intrude on his private business.
Taaffe invaded the room with a sack full of papers, a churlish grin, and the odour of the bogs of Ireland.
"I got you some prize pickings this trip, lord," said Taaffe as he placed the first of three satchels of deeds on the table in front of Bingham. The states of the pages reflected the efforts he had to put in to obtain them. He organised the papers into three piles. He shoved the neat pages pile across to Bingham first.
"They should be tenanted lands, where they signed the deeds with little coercion."
He pushed across a second pile, frayed around the edges with scrawls for signatures.
"We had to employ enhanced negotiations for some of these, as the locals proved stubborn in their stance. They're mostly untenanted, where we had to remove the farmers for being rebels and suchlike."
He pushed across the final pile of mud-stained, torn and sometimes bloodstained pieces of paper where the previous owners of the land had spent their last defiant energies hurling the pages back in the face of Taaffe.
"They'll be the disputed ownership lands that we had to revert to the Crown to prevent any festering disputes that could lead the locals astray to side with the rebels. The boys have marked down the prices accordingly to reflect the risk."
Bingham grinned from ear to ear as he inspected a sample of the land deeds from each pile.
"You've done splendidly again, my dear boy," said the Governor to Taaffe. "Have your men leave their valuations and other notes on the table. I assume you have marked out the tracts you want in lieu of your payment?"
"I have, lord. But I have something else to ask."
Bingham put the deed down.
"What is it? You're not going to raise your rates now the rebels are getting a bit feisty?"
"No, lord. I wish to play a bigger role in our venture. Are you going to introduce me to some of your buyers? I have served you well and feel I could serve you better by describing to your gentlemen friends first-hand what they are buying and get you a better price."
Bingham rose from his seat and walked around the table. He put his arm around Taaffe's shoulder and escorted him to the door.
"Dear boy, we have the perfect arrangement. Never have I met one as efficient as you in gathering up land we can package up to sell to English landlords and help the poor people of this island get a bit of civilisation. We are going to be very busy with the amount of rebel lands that is going to fall into our hands and I don't know how I could resell it all without your help. How about the next castle we get can be yours? Make yourself a nice home. Very soon your estate will far outstrip the estate your father gave to your brother instead of you, and all the Taaffes will look up to you. You are a man of distinctive talents, and we have the perfect arrangement. So why don't you have a wash and relax, for I have many other missions for you."
Before Taaffe could protest and argue the matter, he found himself outside the room with the door closing on his face. He walked off, cursed to himself and swore revenge against the man who made him what he was today, but denied him his right to further advancement, just like his father.




Chapter 2
New beginnings
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"Ow! Be careful where you poke that needle! It hurts!" 
"Don't be such a baby."
Eunan was in the uncomfortable position of being a clothes horse again with Dervella beneath him, trying to measure and pin his clothes so he could look his best for the ceremony. He wobbled on the stool, unsure of his balance. His strength and agility were returning slowly, but this balancing act was proving a severe test. Dervella lent him the occasional steadying hand and gripped the pins in her teeth. Pin and tooth made a formidable grin.
"Do you remember the last time you stood for me on a stool and I adjusted your clothes?"
Eunan frowned.
"How could I forget? You dressed me so respectably for my trial, only for Donnacha to strip me and put me in rags as soon as my foot touched the shore."
"Yet look at you now. A young man, all respectable and far better dressed. You have much to be grateful for."
Eunan was confused. To who did he owe this gratitude? Had God especially smiled on him to bless him with such good fortune? The last time he was in Enniskillen he had been put on trial for murder and had barely escaped with his life. Was it to himself when he made the brave choice to decapitate Donnacha? Or was the gratitude due to her husband Seamus and all of his conniving? All of this came at the expense of the death of Desmond, his mentor and the most father-like figure that had been in his life. Dervella, being the more blessed of the two in social skills, knew when to subtly press for a reconciliation between the two most important men in her life.
"OW!"
Another pinprick centred Eunan's wandering mind. But boredom and constriction of his soul in such fineries soon had it wandering again.
He looked around. The rays of spring beamed through the window frames of Enniskillen Castle and the crisp air wafted in and cooled his face and brought calm as he slowly breathed in and out on top of his stool. The sky that he could see was blue with scrapings of fluff as decoration. He was alive and could feel the strength return to his body. In his darkest moments in the prison cell in the same tower that he now stood in, he could not have imagined where he stood now, on a stool being measured up for his wedding clothes. Invited by the Maguire, no less, to get married in the chapel in the castle. It was an honour indeed, for if the nobility of the Maguire were not getting married on Devenish Island, they would be married in the chapel.
The Maguire had been more than generous to him and he had stayed in the castle to recuperate after the trial and the Maguire had dispatched some of his finest men to see to the upkeep of his house, farm, and cattle in his absence. Eunan thought it may have been guilt for letting one of his most faithful men be put on trial as a traitor, but Seamus told him to make the most of his newly found good fortune and try not to destroy it by over-thinking.
"How are you, boy?"
Seamus strode into the room, the chills of spring blowing through the open training ground having blushed his cheeks. He looked like a veteran, almost respectable lord, for he had helped himself to fresh armour and clothes since he was also basking in the fine favour of the Maguire. He placed a bag in the shadow of the door.
"You make a mighty fine husband in that outfit," said Seamus. "'Tis not often enough you bless our eyes by wearing full-length trousers."
Eunan was almost embarrassed by his red pants, yellow shirt, and green fur-trimmed coat. Seamus laughed.
"You might even get away with that garb on the streets of Dublin. But I wouldn’t go creeping around any forests in that get-up. You'd fall to the first arrow."
Dervella tutted through her pin-gripping teeth.
"Don't come here just to poke fun at him. It's difficult enough to get him to stand still as it is."
Seamus went to a table on the far side of the room and poured himself a mug of wine. He pulled up a chair opposite Eunan and flopped himself down with his feet up on the table.
"Ah, this is the life! Many, many people said you wouldn't turn out well, but they were wrong and I was right. I always stood up for you. I did."
"Seamus," Dervella said. But her stern growl did not stop him.
"Now this one is a looker, apparently. I can't say for sure, but everyone else reassures me she is. Way better than your first wife, approaching that of your second. But at least she won't persuade your best friend to try to kill you!"
The fury overcame Eunan and Dervella tried to distract him with a prick from her pin.
"Ow!"
But Eunan had tumbled off the stool and landed in a heap on the ground. Eunan yelped again and Seamus roared laughing. Eunan picked himself up and snarled at Seamus. Dervella wagged her finger at a surprised Eunan.
"Don't you be going and undoing all my work and getting into a fight with him!"
Eunan took a breath and gritted his teeth. Seamus kicked a chair towards him.
"Sit and let us talk like men whilst you're still not betrothed."
Dervella picked up the stool and her measuring tape.
"The night before his big day is no time for laziness. Get up there on that stool for I'm not finished, nor will I let you get married in the only ceremony I will attend, looking like you got dragged through a bush."
Eunan hung his head in defeat and mounted the stool once more. Seamus laughed.
"Don't you go laughing at him, Seamus MacSheehy. I'll make your life not worth living if you spoil the day tomorrow for the boy."
Eunan looked down from the lofty heights of his stool.
"I'm not a boy."
"Well, soon with your new promotion, you'll be off to play war and we'll see what that makes you."
Seamus smiled and sipped his wine.
"See? You're an important man now. Independent too. You'll be glad to know that the O'Donnell would not release me, and the Maguire had to find himself a new adviser."
Eunan secretly smiled, but looked at the top of Dervella's industrious head beneath him to hide it.
"But I can still come and help you out. The fine marital match I got for you does not need to be the last of my assistance."
Love and anger swirled through Eunan's head. The mighty warrior being dressed up to become a caged bird.
"I don't want to marry this girl. I love Cara," said Eunan.
The words barely escaped his mouth, for it was his first public admittance of such feelings.
"Love is for the bushes and the brothels," said Seamus. "Important men such as ourselves have to sacrifice for position and the greater good of the clan."
"OW! Please be careful with your needle, sweet Dervella," said Eunan. "It is not your wayward husband perched upon this stool."
"Don't use the boy as your pin cushion, my wife. I'm just trying to teach him the ways of men of power. Now, where was I? Yes. Now, I'm not saying you can't love Cara, just that you have to marry someone else for power and prestige and the alliances of the Maguire. You can have a wife and love Cara, but you can't keep them in the same place."
"OW! Dervella! You drew blood!"
Dervella hunched over the pinned section of Eunan's trousers as if it were a stewing pot about to bubble out her fury.
"That wayward husband of mine will be sleeping in the bushes tonight and it'll be the snout of a wild pig he'll be cosied up to, not the lips of some filly."
"Dervella, Dervella, please!" said Seamus. "He is the nearest thing we'll ever have to a son, and I can't mollycoddle the boy. He has to know how the world works. Especially now he's so important."
Dervella growled and continued her measuring.
"Double, therefore, you should teach him to be a decent, respectable man. All those years on the run have hardened and embittered you. Pass on the wisdom you have gained and keep your bitterness to yourself."
She gave her husband a contemptuous look.
"You, get off that stool and out of them pants. I have to do a smart bit of sewing before you are called. Go talk to your uncle whilst I finish up."
The chair Seamus had previously kicked into the centre of the room received another invitational tap from Seamus's foot.
"Sit. Let us talk. We won't get a chance once everything starts."
Eunan pulled on a pair of old trousers and sat in a huff of petulant youth. Seamus laughed.
"As if by magic, I can still turn you into a boy."
He reached back into his bag and pulled out a bundle wrapped in leather. He placed it on the table in front of Eunan.
"Look. I found these in the castle."
Eunan took the package and unwrapped it. His childlike state continued, but the surly nature of the teenager regressed into the wild-eyed delight of a young boy.
"I thought they were gone forever! Thank you!"
There on the table lay before him the three throwing axes that Desmond had given him. He had carefully guarded them and only lost one of the four throwing it in the Battle of Belleek. There stirred within him a deep well of gratitude and joy never directed towards Seamus before. Seamus had retrieved what reminded him of Desmond the most in the world. He could not help himself. He smiled at Seamus in the manner of a young boy receiving his first weapon from his father. Seamus smiled in return, but such a positive display of emotions only brought up in him deflection.
"So I know next time to get you an axe instead of another bride."
Eunan's withering look showed that Seamus had spoilt the moment. But on reflection, such a moment with Seamus was finding a gold nugget in an icy stream. He would cherish it all the same.
A knock came on the door.
"Is the young lord ready?"
Eunan did not react. Dervella had a much greater recognition and sense of urgency.
"That's you, that is! Distract the man at the door momentarily whilst I finish sewing your pants."
The last pin was removed, and the last stitch was applied. Eunan stood sullen-faced, to be admonished or admired. Sarcasm landed Seamus somewhere between the two.
"You're a right little lord now, aren't you?"
Dervella adopted the veneer of a proud mother, as best she could, for she lacked both experience and spousal support.
"You look so handsome. Any bride would be glad to have you."
She ran over and began a systemic poking, preening, and pulling until Eunan's hands playfully beat her away.
"Get off me. I feel constricted enough in these fine clothes without you ensuring they always flow a certain way."
Indeed, his red pants followed the contours of his muscular legs, their outline chased by a line of stitching through their every curve and crevice. The yellow shirt gave a little more freedom and was prone to rippling, for to hem in Eunan's muscular frame would have been to risk a stress-relieving tear at an inopportune moment and Eunan's sophisticated facade to come tumbling down. The fur-trimmed coat added for status and warmth for the spring only brought promise and not warmth itself.
"You'd fit into any court in the north, Eunan. Wouldn't he, Seamus?"
Dervella's face said any unsupportive comment would not be tolerated. Not even to his wife could Seamus resist the urge not to be told what to do.
"Sure they wouldn't chuck him out in those clothes to get them pinched by all the beggars outside."
Dervella ignored him.
"She's a very lucky lady."
Dervella beamed a reassuring smile.
"And the Maguire got a fine alliance."
"If you're just going to be sarcastic, keep away from the boy. It's his big day. Don't spoil it for him!"
"I'm not a boy," said Eunan.
But his defence of his newly found maturity deferred to a knock on the door.
"Are you ready now? Everyone is waiting."




Chapter 3
The little lord
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Eunan and his entourage strode across the castle courtyard. Darkness had descended by now and a torch-lit path lay before him, from the outhouse to the main tower. Well-wishers lined the way and showered him with cheers and spring flowers. Those onlookers who held bitter memories of the trial to their chest and expressed their support for Eunan's former prosecutors through curses and derision were chased from the crowd by the zealous MacCabe Galloglass. Such a cacophony haunted Eunan's memories, and he tried to hide his shaking hands but remembered to smile and wave at the well-wishers, even though the only smile he could muster was a pale shade of meek. 
"You are a lord now, and these are your people," said Seamus. "Act with confidence and gravitas or we'll all be packed off home quicker than your arse can rest itself on its lordly seat." 
Eunan stuck out his chest and raised his hand into a more discernible wave and was rewarded with an upping of the decibels of the cheering and a blossoming of smiling faces that lined his walk. They reached the tower, greeted the guards and began the slow climb up the stairs.
The stairs were lined with servants carrying food and the lords and gentry of Fermanagh, who elevated their importance to the guards on the door hoping they could gain entry into the spatially restricted main hall. Eunan was the guest of honour, but still had to queue in the claustrophobic stairwell.
"The memories we have here, hey?" said Seamus.
Eunan could remember well, his mind went to a brutal place. But even after fighting the English on the stairs for his life or pursuing Seamus up them to get some perceived revenge, his stomach never churned as it did now.
"Shouldn’t it be the bride stuck here on the stairs, whilst I warm myself beside the fire?" said Eunan.
"Be grateful you are here and think of where you have come from," said Seamus. "You should be so lucky to be the subject of such an illustrious wedding today."
"Is that why you stuffed me into this shirt? Is it some kind of revenge?" said Eunan.
Seamus laughed.
"Think of it as a rite of passage. You have done the dirty work to rise up the ranks of the Maguire, and now is the pantomime to confirm it."
Eunan stood and shook his head, dreaming it was Cara he was about to marry, not some unknown girl. The door to the great hall swung open.
"The Maguire will see Eunan Maguire now," said an official.
He boomed his call down the stairs, kept his gaze upon the wall and let it be known he would not be searching.
"I am here," said Eunan.
The hand of a frightened young boy quivered in the air, but a hand that wished him to become a man pushed him in the back.
"Get up them stairs!" said Seamus.
Eunan arrived in the doorway to be met with torchlight and a sea of curious faces. The light was too bright compared to standing in the stairwell, and a single glance was not enough for a dazed Eunan to pick out individual faces. But this was no time to linger and pick out friends. The crowd parted, and a steward stood back and showed the way. Seamus gave him another gentle shove in the back. He walked forward through the smiling faces, polite clapping and occasional cheers. He waved and smiled with the same vigour as he did in the courtyard.
At the top of the corridor of faces sat Hugh Maguire, who appeared to Eunan as another young stuffed shirt. However, the splendour of the fine clothes imported from the port of Galway and the impression they left on those who just saw the image and did not know the man meant the efforts were not wasted. Beside Hugh was his new adviser, who he hired after Seamus declined his offer by hiding behind his obligations to Hugh O'Donnell. Fachtna Óg O'Gallagher Maguire was a wise man of numbers and ledgers and not a man of the axe or gun. Someone reliable that Hugh could leave behind whilst he went off and fought his war. Fachtna Óg was a nondescript, rounded man of a sombre temperament, but he knew how to make dignitaries and guests feel welcome. He had wisdom to share and not much experience in the machinations of the Maguire, but he was not a snake like Donnacha. His key attribute was his impeccable connections, being from the west Fermanagh branch of the O'Gallagher clan, solidifying Hugh's support to the west of Enniskillen. This branch of the O'Gallagher clan was closely related to the O'Gallaghers of Tirconnell, led by Eoghan McToole O'Gallagher, consolidating his support there. Given the fracturing of the Maguires over the past number of years and the growing strength of Connor Roe, bolstering his support was exactly what Hugh needed right now.
Beside Hugh Maguire, Eunan saw Cormac MacBaron, but there was no sign of his bride. Cormac was not in his usual military attire and appeared older than his forty-plus years, the sides of his sparsely covered head having greyed considerably. There was a glint in his eye, for even though his formal demeanour rarely gave much away, he seemed happy it was his daughter's wedding. Behind Cormac stood several other dignitaries, both known and unknown to Eunan. Eoghan McToole O'Gallagher represented the O'Donnell and Eunan nodded to him. Among those unknown to him were Eamon O'Reilly, Uaithne O'More, and Brian Óg O'Rourke, but Seamus walked behind Eunan and waved and acknowledged them all.
Seamus and Eunan stood before the Maguire and bowed their heads. The warmth of Hugh's smile encouraged all to applaud.
"Greetings, my friends," said Hugh. "I would like to acknowledge the years of faithful service you have given me."
He got up off his chair and embraced them, and the room reverberated with applause. Hugh sat down again.
"But I do not wish to make speeches, for we have much to discuss this evening and I'm sure that you, Eunan, would like to meet your new wife while the rest of us get on with the feasting."
Eunan tried to hide his head behind his hand, and the room laughed. Seamus joined in and slapped him on the back.
"First, I would like to right some wrongs. I would like to put behind us the trial that you were subjected to in my absence. Whatever charges may have been laid against you, the Maguire absolves you of any crimes, and you shall not be put on trial for these accusations again."
The room was silent, and Eunan nodded his appreciation.
"I would also like to recognise you as the O'Cassidy Maguire, and hereby, if anyone has a dispute about the legitimacy of your title, they should take it up with me."
A light ripple of applause spread across the room. Seamus once more slapped Eunan on the back as they erupted with smiles of delight.
"The third announcement I have before we begin Eunan's wedding ceremony concerns our dear departed friend, Desmond MacCabe. He was a long and loyal servant to my father and me. I cherished his advice and tried many times to convince him to come out of retirement so I could benefit from his wise counsel. Alas, he would only take up formal work one last time to protect his protégé, Eunan Maguire, when he was on trial. His reward for standing up for the law and what he believed in, was that he was heinously murdered. Now that Donnacha and the perpetrators of these injustices are dead or imprisoned, we no longer have a leader for the MacCabe Galloglass. I hereby offer the position of head of the MacCabe Galloglass to Eunan Maguire."
Eunan juddered. How could he replace Desmond? He was not worthy of such an honour. How could the Maguire have thrust such a yoke upon his shoulders? The room took an audible intake of breath. With the return of the Maguire, it was expected that he might make amends with Eunan. But acknowledging a dubiously obtained title was deemed to be the rumour’s limit. The two most delighted faces in the room, Seamus and Cúchonnacht Óg, clapped. The dignitaries joined in and low-level applause broke out in the audience in a limited show of solidarity and deference to the wisdom of the Maguire. Eunan turned, stunned, and raised his hand to acknowledge the applause, but his eyes knew not where to settle.
Hugh turned around and one of his men handed him an old axe with a highly embellished handle and head. He smiled and held it below the head and at the opposite end of the handle, and presented it to Eunan.
"May you, like Desmond MacCabe before him, serve the Maguire clan with all your wisdom, energy, and endeavour."
Eunan thought of Desmond, his old mentor, and said what words seemed to follow his memory after taking the knee.
"It is an honour to serve the Maguire and the greater clan and may I serve thee well until the end of my days."
"Arise, I'm sure you will serve me well."
Eunan rose and took the axe from the Maguire. His head spun and he looked for the reassurance of Seamus, and the pride on Seamus's face gave him some courage. He held the handle in his right hand and turned to the crowd.
"May I serve all the people of the Maguire well and I promise to act fairly and honestly in all my dealings with you."
The clapping was a little more enthusiastic now, as the idea had settled in a little.
"Yet still we have more for you in our celebration of your loyal service to the clan," said the Maguire.
He clapped his hands and then sat down.
The entrance doors to the room gently swung back, and the crowd parted. A wave of emotion engulfed Eunan as he turned to get the first glimpse of his new bride. She was dressed in a long, white, flowing dress with lace ornamentation around the hem, neckline and sleeves. A white floral pattern danced along her hips and midriff, its stems clinging to her shapely curves. She wore a veil upon her face, but Eunan could see her long locks of brown hair protruding past the hem. Her slimness was the feature that stood out most for Eunan, and his interest was piqued. Eunan imagined it was Cara beneath the veil and this was to be the happiest day of his life. Seamus saw he was entranced and placed his hand on the ceremonial axe handle.
"Why don't you let me look after that for you? I think you're going to be busy now."
Eunan had barely noticed that his bride-to-be was followed in by her father, Cormac MacBaron, and an escort of MacDonnell Galloglass in ceremonial dress. Behind them came some MacCabe Galloglass, also in suitable attire for the wedding of their leader. The room had become a blur of faces except for the mysterious woman in white who slowly walked towards him. Seamus smiled and congratulated himself that his match-making skills were getting better.
Eunan received a tap on the shoulder and emerged from his trance. He turned to see the Archbishop of Armagh standing before him. The archbishop smiled and held his hands out to show that Eunan's bride now stood beside him. Eunan turned, looked to his left and then downwards. The veiled face looked up at him, and from the traces between the holes, she smiled.
"You may lift the veil."
The words sounded distant, like he was in a dream. He had been here before and thought of what had happened to his previous wives and wished that such a fate would not befall this one. Would it be Cara beneath the veil? He felt a finger between his ribs.
"Stop gawking and lift the veil," whispered Seamus.
Eunan came to and looked down at his bride. He bit his lip, for he knew when he lifted the veil it would not be Cara and he would be betrothed to another. But the emotion of the day had been too much for him, firstly replacing his mentor Desmond and then being married in the castle of the Maguire. He helplessly bobbed on the ocean of his emotions. His hands nervously floated in the air as he tried to see where the edges of the veil were. His aim was to be romantic and make the most of what he had been given. If he failed in that, at least not to be clumsy. He cursed his callused hands, hardened by years of axe work. A fear shook his body that he would accidentally hurt her and then she would reject him. He yearned for a return to his sensual youth. His fingertips felt for the edges of the veil. He rubbed the edges between his fingers to ensure he could still feel. From between the micro gaps, he could see his bride was also nervous. He took a firm grip on the edge of the veil and paused.
"Lift the veil," whispered Seamus.
His voice was injected with nervous urgency, exactly what Eunan did not want to hear at that moment. He took a sharp intake of breath, closed his eyes, and lifted.
"You can look now," came a sweet whisper.
Eunan opened his eyes to see two watery dark brown pools of eyes looking up at him. As he looked, he felt he could see down to her sensitive soul. She was a young girl, out on the most exciting adventure of probably her sixteen years. She smiled a nervous smile that engulfed her whole body down to her shaking hands. Eunan took her little hands in his, and they both shook together. It was not Cara, but she was beautiful all the same. The emotion of the night washed over him and cast him on the shore. It seemed as if there was no one else in the room except for these two quivering souls.
"If you two lovebirds have quite finished," whispered Seamus.
Eunan shook off his daze and looked at the archbishop.
"May we begin the wedding now?" asked the archbishop.
The ceremony was a blur to Eunan as he had been through variants of it twice before and the archbishop was very obliging as to nod wherever his bride and himself had to take part. Thoughts and emotions overran Eunan as he stood surrounded by a sea of smiling faces. She was so young and fragile. Who would give someone like that to a brute like him? Both his previous wives were dead, and he had a lover of vaster experience than himself, who he had no desire to be rid of. All he could think of was how he would accidentally crush this delicate flower.
"Now we shall bind the hands," said the archbishop.
Sorcha MacBaron put her hands forward and held them together as she prepared to commit herself to leave her family and her clan and live with this stranger. Eunan smiled sweetly, for he liked her and knew there was no way back now. He took her extended hands and wished for the best. A priest wound the ribbon around their intertwined hands and the archbishop blessed them and wished them luck. The ceremony ended and Eunan's lips flew down to Sorcha's before he realised what was happening. They smiled at each other and laughed. They turned and raised their intertwined arms to the crowd to rapturous applause. But those who looked the most pleased were Seamus and Hugh Maguire.
The room was temporarily cleared as the servants of the Maguire brought in tables and prepared the feast. Hugh invited Eunan and Seamus and some of his guests to converse with him in an adjoining room. Sorcha was escorted away to get changed and meet Dervella. Eunan felt some sobriety, for he knew that the temporary joy of being wed was now over for the price of his newly found status had to be paid. Seamus escorted Eunan into the back room where his new father-in-law, Hugh Maguire, Eoghan McToole O'Gallagher, and a young man he had never met stood waiting for him. Cormac went straight up to Eunan and shook him by the hand. The hand was warm but stiff and the handshake firm.
"Congratulations! Welcome to the O'Neill clan." He dropped Eunan's hand. "I hope you’ll take good care of my daughter?"
"I told him you had nothing to do with the deaths of your previous two wives," said Seamus.
Seamus laughed as he avoided Eunan's protruding eyes.
"What? It's common knowledge. Of course he was going to ask."
Hugh walked over to play the diplomat.
"She will be well taken care of. Don't you worry about that. She has a large farm in south Fermanagh with an ever-growing herd of cattle and she always has a home here in Enniskillen."
"I will ensure your daughter will be safe," said Seamus. "You know me. I helped arrange everything so you have my personal guarantee."
Cormac's face tensed, but knew he had to dampen down his fatherly concerns to represent his brother to the best of his abilities.
"I trust you, Seamus MacSheehy, and would not have let go of my young daughter to anyone else. As long as you remain her guardian, I will be as happy as a father can be to have lost his daughter."
Eunan tried to reassure him with kind words and a smile.
"Think of it as having gained a son."
"A son with too much responsibility to visit his father. It is best we move on now, for I fear time is the only cure and not words, however well placed or well meaning."
"Let us sit and have some wine as a starter for the feast," said the Maguire. "I apologise for talking business now, but fear we'll not get the opportunity at the feast and time is of the essence."
The Maguire invited them to sit and instructed his servant to give them a mug of wine. Eunan sat to one side of the Maguire with Seamus and Cormac on the other.
"Now, Eunan, as I have learned over the last couple of years, along with great prestige, comes great responsibility," the Maguire said. "I have conferred upon you the honour of leading my Galloglass, because you are the most trusted and capable of my men. Don't believe the rumours you may hear that Seamus turned it down first."
Seamus grinned and raised his mug to the Maguire.
"War should return to us in the summer or autumn, as the Spanish have promised to land with a mighty army. Therefore, we must learn to co-ordinate with the O'Neills. Tomorrow you shall travel to Dungannon to train with your father-in-law."
Eunan gave a surprised smile.
"You can bring my daughter, and we can all get to know each other better," said Cormac.
"I would like that," said Eunan.
"Don't worry, your uncle will not get off easy," said Eoghan McToole O'Gallagher.
O'Gallagher smiled and rose from his seat. Seamus looked worried.
"It's like that, is it?"
"The O'Donnell has done you many a favour recently and as you were expecting, he wants something in return."
"Your master charges a high price to the recipients of his favours."
"You and your nephew appear to be doing very well from serving him."
O'Gallagher waved his arms around in a sign of the role he perceived the O'Donnell played in their upturn in fortune.
"What is my new mission?"
"Step forward please, young man."
O'Gallagher gestured to the man in his mid-twenties, who neither Seamus nor Eunan had met, to step forward.
"This is Captain Richard Tyrell."
He was a muscular young man with brown wavy hair, but with an air of experience that belied his age. He knew how to hold his own in a room that reeked of importance and ego.
"He used to serve in the English army, but has defected to us."
"So how do we know he is not a spy or will defect back again where the opportunity presents itself?"
"I have pledged my loyalty and that of my men to the O'Neill," said Captain Tyrell. "The English have devastated the lands of my family and some of my relatives were killed. I wish to fight for the freedom to live as I want to live and not end up as some tenant farmer for the Crown."
"Nice words, and you’ll get plenty of opportunity to test their resolve."
"As will you, Seamus," said O'Gallagher.
"No! The last time was a disaster." It dawned on Seamus he was being sent back to Wicklow.
"The last time you brought Hugh Boye back, and he was invaluable in our negotiations with the Spanish. Anyway, Fiach requested you specifically."
"And here was I, thinking our friendship had just worn away."
"The O'Neill has promised to supply Fiach with the men and materials to wage war with the English on a suitable scale to distract a sizeable number of their forces."
Seamus pointed to Captain Tyrell. "Is he the new commander?"
"He is the first part of your mission. You must introduce him and his men to Uaithne O'More to prop up the rebellion in Leinster."
Seamus glared at Eunan.
"I think you got the far better end of this deal. You get to go on a jolly up with your new wife while I get to return to a dreary tent on a windswept mountain."
Eunan grinned, saluted him, and downed his mug of wine.




Chapter 4
Getting familiar
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Eunan's head pounded. He felt trapped in his skin. He opened his eyes and saw the ceiling of his room in the castle. A little voice chirped in his ear. 
"Good morning, my love."
Eunan's memories were returning very slowly. Yes, it was the morning after his wedding. No, he had not married Cara, no matter how much he tried to convince himself he had. He remembered smiling faces and seemed to have wanted this new girl yesterday. But the pain in his head evaporated the euphoria of the day before. He was now married and had to make the most of it. Seamus told him he had only one job to do, but the conversation was a blur. Slowly, he pieced together Seamus's advice. He grabbed the blankets and began searching for blood. He found some. Eunan fell back and heaved a sigh of relief. Sorcha saw him searching.
"Oh, don't worry about that, my love. I cleaned most of it up. You hit the doorway hard with your head when we stumbled in, and I had to get your uncle to come back and help you into bed."
Eunan scowled. Failure.
Sorcha fell on the bed as if a feather were floating and landing beside Eunan's drunken bulk.
"You need to get up, my love. We leave for Dungannon today."
Eunan bolted upright. He never agreed to this. Or at least he could never remember agreeing to this. He tried to piece together the night before, but had to tread carefully.
"How much should I pack?"
Sorcha laughed.
"If you owned anything, I have yet to see it. Your clothes can ride on your back, and your belt can hold your weapons. My father must have taken it on faith that you are a man of wealth."
Eunan was none the wiser for her response. He would have to seek his uncle to find out what was agreed.
"Is there any water? My mouth is as dry as a grain sack."
Sorcha smiled, and she ran over to a table to fetch a mug, her long brown hair bouncing behind her. The guilt gripped Eunan's chest. She was so delicate, and he could only hurt her. Why did Seamus have to set him up with a little flower? Cara could take the rough and tumble of the life of a Galloglass, and he could take her with him into battle, and she could look after herself. This little lady would soon have the disappointment of seeing her new husband go off to war and maybe never come back. No wonder he wanted Cara beside him, for he would live day to day.
She skipped back with the water and handed it to her new husband. He gulped it down greedily.
"Thank you. Has your father mentioned to you where you shall live?"
Sorcha smiled at him.
"There is plenty of room in my father's castle. We'll be safe there from anything. He has so many soldiers."
Eunan's brow knitted. So much more to this agreement than he remembered.
"Why are we going to Dungannon first?"
"I don't know. To visit my uncle? I know nothing of such things."
She skipped to a large chest on the floor and opened it.
"Oh, what shall I wear today? What do you think I should wear, husband, on the first day of our marriage?"
Eunan threw his legs over the side of the bed and sat holding his head.
"Something warm. The wind will rip through you. It is always cold travelling north."
Sorcha looked over at her husband, all bundled up in a ball of pain.
"I'll make sure a physician looks at you before we go. I can't have you die on me straight after we got married."
Eunan sighed. All he thought about was he must see Cara before he left.
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Eunan received a summons to have breakfast with his esteemed hosts before they all once more parted ways. Arthur was given the honour of summoning him. Sorcha greeted him with all the air and charm of a fresh spring morning. She breezily invited him into the room and proudly pointed him to the hungover mess perched at the end of the bed that was now the leader of the Maguire's Galloglass. Arthur walked over and tapped him on the shoulder, as he had not emerged from his ball when he was invited into the room. Eunan raised his head.
"Oh, that's a nasty gash. Did you let your wife near your throwing axes last night?"
Eunan groaned.
"Please spare me. I'll get enough grief from Seamus, never mind what my new father-in-law will say. I started off with the best of intentions, but after our hands were tied, it was a blur."
"Let me fill you in as best I can, but I didn't see that much. Hugh and Cúchonnacht Óg were keen for you to ingratiate yourself with the MacCabes as soon as possible, and unfortunately, that involved your new men pouring as much wine down your throat as they could without your father-in-law noticing. Everyone noticed in the end, but most were as inebriated as you."
Eunan hid his face in the bowl of his hands.
"Oh God! What kind of fool am I?"
"One that has to face the music. Put on some clothes and hurry. You'll definitely draw attention if you show up last."
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Eunan arrived once more in the great hall and had turned up last. He tried to hide his head behind Arthur's back but he was jeered when he poked his head around the doorway and jeered until he took his place beside the Maguire.
"I see your desire to turn your new bride into a fighting woman already got the better of you," said the Maguire.
Masculine jeers rang in Eunan's ears as his face turned red. Seamus came up behind him and ruffled his hair.
"So I make that three weddings and, at a guess, one successful wedding night?" he whispered in his ear. "Don't worry, you'll get another go in your father-in-law's house and he'll release you when you can evidence you have done the deed."
Eunan squirmed into a peculiar shade of purple.
"Not in front of the men," said Seamus.
Eunan looked down the table at the grinning MacCabe constables, who winked at him. The glints in their eyes made Eunan paranoid, for he could not recall meeting them or their names. His eyes turned to his father-in-law, and he saw the anger behind his sullen face.
"Maybe a child in her belly would make him happy," said Seamus. "You could do far worse than become an O'Neill."
Eunan felt trapped. The pulsating pain in his head. Seamus's taunts in his ear. Not being able to recollect the night before. What amused everyone so much at the table? Having so many important people to please. He felt his stomach churn, but the last thing he could do was excuse himself from the table and go and vomit. He sat, drank his ale and ate his bread, and hoped no one would pay attention to him. No such luck.
"Eunan," said the Maguire.
The formal tone chimed with Eunan's new standing and additional levels of responsibility.
"You will leave for Dungannon today and take with you our finest MacCabe constables. Your father-in-law has agreed to have them trained by the Spanish officers and his ex-English army officers so they can come back and train the Maguires. Our mission is to have the next finest army in the north after the O'Neills. It is up to you, Eunan, to fulfil that mission."
Seamus slapped Eunan on the back. It was supposed to be in congratulations, but the force reverberated up Eunan's back and circled inside his skull.
"Eat well, for we have a long journey ahead of us," said Cormac.
There was foreboding in his voice, no joy. Eunan wracked his brains to figure out what could have offended him so.
"I need to pack and tell my wife of your plans," said Eunan.
"No need. She is my youngest daughter and my most precious. I will show you how I expect her to be looked after."
Eunan looked to the Maguire who smiled back at him. His face seemed to say do your duty. Seamus smiled and looked out the window, trying to avoid getting involved.
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Breakfast ended, and the Maguire had signalled to his men that they needed to attend to their duties as he said goodbye to the last of the wedding guests. Eunan stood by Hugh and nodded and shook hands when appropriate. The men and carts of the O'Neills and the other guests assembled in the courtyard of Enniskillen Castle and the surrounding areas, as the courtyard was too small to contain them all. Eunan realised he was running out of time. Through the crowd of men gathered in the room saying their goodbyes, he saw Arthur lingering at the entrance. He swam through the sea of bodies on the way to the door.
"Arthur, I need your help."
"What is it, lord?"
"Don't call me that. You've known me since I was a boy."
"Then no better than me to train your ears to hear it, for most people will address you as that now."
Eunan shook his head. He did not have time to deal with that now.
"I need you to find Cara. I need to speak with her before I leave."
"Are you sure that is wise, Lord, with you being a married man and all your relatives here?"
"Don't you worry about that. I'm a lord now. I just need to speak to her. She'll find a way."
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There was only the O'Neills and churned-up mud left in the courtyard now. Sorcha had packed up Eunan's belongings and the quarter-filled sack paled into insignificance alongside Sorcha's three trunks. Eunan's bloodstained and ripped clothes should have been cast into the fire rather than packed for reuse, but Sorcha was too afraid to get rid of them lest her little-known husband be angry with her. Nevertheless, his rags would have a short lifespan as she had already planned his new clothes and the rags would make a nice kindling for a fire and warm them in their new home. She sat waiting patiently on their cart for him.
"Eunan, Eunan," she called when she saw him at the castle tower door. "Come and sit with me."
Seamus was right behind Eunan and laughed.
"You'd better get over there and keep her happy before her father and the Maguire arrive."
Eunan stood in the doorway and stroked his stubble, both in frustration and to restore some feeling into his body.
"Did you know it was going to be like this?"
"No!" Seamus protested.
But his inability to hold in his laughter stifled his sincerity.
"Really?"
"No. I only vet them for looks, so you aren't a laughing stock like with your first wife."
Eunan stormed off towards the gate. Seamus went after him.
"You're going the wrong way."
"No, I'm not. I'm going to find Cara."
Eunan hurled the words over his shoulder, not relenting in his pace. Seamus ran after him, placed his hand on his shoulder, and whirled him around.
"No, you're not. You have a responsibility now. Your priority is to make that young girl happy, keep her father happy, and keep the alliance between the Maguires and the O'Neills on track. I only sent her to the island to get you to stop moping about Caoimhe so you could win your trial."
"YOU WHAT!?!"
Eunan wanted to explode his fist into Seamus's face.
"Eunan?" called Sorcha from the cart. "Where are you going? We’re going to set off soon. You need to say your goodbyes."
"Exactly," said Seamus. "Cara has returned to Munster, so be a good boy and do what your wife says. We can discuss this later if you haven't already worked out that it all worked out for the best."
Eunan battled with his better nature not to hit Seamus, but Seamus shoved him towards his wife.
"Go do your duty, little lord!"
Eunan sloped off towards the cart and Seamus returned to the door to the tower just as the Maguire and Cormac MacBaron emerged. They were deep in conversation. They lifted their heads when Seamus approached.
"Ah, Seamus, we were just discussing you and your important mission. The one hundred shot and Richard Tyrell are ready to leave. Once you have established a safe route south, Cormac here will send men south regularly."
"They'll be safe with me."
They looked over to Eunan and saw him lean up and give his new wife a peck on the cheek. She blushed and beamed with delight. Seamus and the Maguire saw a visible thaw on Cormac's face.
"He'll see her all right, don't you worry," said Seamus.
"He better have. A lot is riding on this," whispered the Maguire.
Cormac shifted his attention from his daughter to the task at hand.
"We are about to leave. What arrangements have you made for Eunan's lands, Seamus? I don't want him running off at the first excuse and breaking my daughter's heart."
"Let me reassure you, my wife will take charge. She spent many a year in her youth looking after large tracts of land for no less a man than the Earl of Desmond himself."
"I need not remind you about how that turned out. My daughter may go live there one day when she is old enough if I deem it safe. The house needs work, a lot of work before it would meet my daughter's requirements. May I visit if I am in the vicinity to see how the work progresses?"
"You are welcome anytime, but a little notice would not go astray so we can give you the welcome you deserve."
Cormac nodded. "I look forward to it."
He shook the hand of the Maguire and turned away.
"May I ask one favour, lord?" said Seamus.
"Of course, you may ask," Cormac said.
"May I send one of my most trusted men with Eunan to be his bodyguard? It would mean a lot to me to know he is safe, and I'm sure your daughter would appreciate him being protected as well."
Cormac laughed.
"Are several units of your best Galloglass not enough protection for him?"
Seamus tried his most persuasive smile.
"It's a lot of change for him. It would cheer him up to see a familiar face. And if the boy is happy—"
Cormac walked off.
"If he needs to be mollycoddled so, then so be it. Don't make me regret agreeing to this. You wouldn't want to be on the wrong side of finding out how much I treasure my daughter."
"My boy will be no trouble to you at all. He'll be a ray of sunshine in your daughter's life."
But Cormac was out of earshot and already preparing his men to leave. Seamus was left facing the Maguire.
"I didn't know he'd be so sensitive about his daughter."
"This had better work."
The Maguire glowered at him and turned and went back into the tower.
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