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  Chapter 1
The morning after
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Eunan awoke to the sound of rain pattering on the roof of his tent. His leaden limbs lay like disobedient, lazy dogs that refused to meet the day and unite with the surge of energy that burst through his hazy brain as the dreams faded away. Sitting up caused a sharp throb in his head. Was it from last night’s celebratory ale or exhaustion from battle? He inhaled deeply, only to fold in two under a coughing fit. The rancid smell of sweat and dampness filled his tent; unfortunately, he recognised it was coming from him. 
The rhythm of the rain stopped. Eunan heard the clang of armour outside and the groans of the men. Then it dawned upon him. Yesterday was the greatest victory ever for the clans of Ireland, and Dublin lay before them. The enemy was beaten but not destroyed. The ultimate victory lay before him, but only if he could get out of bed.
He dragged his bulky frame through the various debris on the tent floor — bloody rags, a broken mug, and various trophies picked off the dead to earn him bragging rights — careful not to place his knees near the exposed blades of axes. He undid the flaps and stuck his head out into the crisp morning air. His red hair was immediately recognisable.
“So glad you could join us today,” said his uncle Seamus with a toothy grin as he poked at the fire embers, trying to eke out some heat without getting more firewood. His grey, matted hair was slung over his shoulder, and though he was dressed only in a dirty white shirt, he seemed immune to the cold. Eunan joined him by the fire. Seamus smirked.
“Look at us,” he said wryly. “We have just won the biggest victory known on these shores over the English, yet we sit here like a pair of beggars.” Eunan gave Seamus a wide smile.
“I’ll certainly need a wash and to put on my fineries before I pose for the tapestry they’ll hang on the Enniskillen castle walls.”
Barely had contempt formed a sentence for Seamus’s riposte when a young boy sprinted up to them, heaving for breath.
“The O’Neill has summoned all the commanders to his tent,” the boy said between breaths.
“Thank you, son. Now, go quench your thirst before you return to your master.” Seamus pointed towards some barrels on a nearby cart.
The boy grinned. “’Tis a grand day indeed! Everyone is celebrating!”
Fearing the boy wanted some other reward, be it a tale or a coin, Seamus gestured towards the barrels as if that was his only reward. “Go quench your thirst for there is enough water today to go round for all.”
He punched Eunan in the shoulder. “Come on, now’s not the time for frivolities or dreaming of fancy tapestries they’ll make when you’re dead. You’ve got to think like a commander if we’re going to stop the O’Neill from squandering this victory.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Eunan and Seamus knew they needed to be presentable before meeting the O’Neill, so they found a stream where Eunan washed off the most visible excess mud from the battle the day before. He stood in the river, using one hand to ladle water over his body while scrubbing with the other. Seamus took a more cautious approach, sitting on a rock with much of his clothing still on and delicately pouring water while keeping an eye out for approaching people.
“Eunan! Come here!” Eunan turned around, making sure that his private parts were still beneath the surface.
“No one wants to see that,” Seamus said with a smirk, “but they might if you use these.” He held out a bunch of wildflowers he had collected. “Rub these all over your bits when you’re finished washing, and you’ll smell lovely for your father-in-law and uncle-in-law. It will really impress them and show them what a great husband you are to Sorcha.”
Eunan averted his eyes from his uncle’s glance. “Keep them for your own wife. You’ll need them to apologise for being away for so long.”
“Dervella will be fine,” Seamus sneered. “I’m sure she’s glad to see me go every time I leave.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Eunan responded as he climbed onto the bank to dry himself off. “That woman is the dearest person to me in the world; far more of a mother than my own. Her only mistake was choosing you as her husband.”
“Ha! She should count herself lucky. She could have married one of my brothers!”
The last sentence caught Eunan’s attention.
“You never told me before you had any other brothers besides my father,” he said.
Seamus swore, knowing it was his fault for stirring up Eunan’s curiosity.
“Now, don’t you go blaming me for not telling you,” Seamus said, wagging his finger. “As a commander, you should get all the pertinent facts before making decisions. Don’t inquire after my other brother. We’d be better off if he was in a much lower pit of hell than your father, as he truly deserves it.”
He picked up Eunan’s shirt and threw it at him; luckily, Eunan dove to catch it with enough time to prevent it from getting wet.
“Get changed and drop the subject of my immediate family. Bath time is over; we must ensure the O’Neill makes the most of his victory.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The path to the centre of the O’Neill’s camp was covered in planks of wood, for it had only taken a smattering of rain for the many feet to convert the paths of the camp into mud. The air was heavy with the smells of roasting cows, smoke, and the stench of sweaty men. Most of them were in good spirits, though some faces were gripped with pain due to injuries sustained during the battle. They all waited anxiously for a physician who could help them save their limbs.
Eunan shared in the jubilation of those who survived the battle relatively unscathed as he followed Seamus through the camp. Seamus retained his demeanour as a commander and shook hands with those men along the way who he considered would not make it to the end of the day. He promised them prayers and more victories in their names.
The O’Neill’s galloglass surrounded an open area and carried his chair into its centre where he could address the subordinate clans. Eunan and Seamus were pointed to the right-hand side and were invited to stand behind the Maguire. The men exhibited an array of emotions — some were still celebrating their victory the day before, others showed signs of disquietude, shifting uncomfortably as if debating whether or not to voice their inner qualms.
As soon as the O’Neill entered, surrounded by his bodyguards, a thunderous cheer erupted from every throat present in deference to him. However, Eunan noticed Cormac walking solemnly at his heels, head bowed. Without further ado, the O’Neill took up residence on his throne-like seat, face stoic and as if cast in solid stone.
Seamus sensed the mounting tension and huddled closer to Eunan. “I get the feeling we won’t be here for long,” he muttered beneath his breath.
A deafening silence descended on the sea of people as the O'Neill stood. They all anxiously held their breath as they waited expectantly. He quietly rocked back and forth before finally addressing them.
“Yesterday, we won a great victory that will be remembered throughout the ages. As we speak, my agents are at sea to tell the Spanish King of our great victory, hoping that it expediates his army’s arrival. But contrary to the songs I heard around the campfires last evening, I still believe the Lord Deputy to be a powerful foe. There is still a strong chance of an English army landing behind us. No O’Neill can countenance being out on campaign while his wife and children get murdered at home. Therefore, there will be no march on Dublin, and we shall wait in Ulster, where the Englishman fears to tread until the Spanish King sends his army. Congratulations to you all. Return home and take in the harvest, sons and daughters of Ulster!”
The shouts of disagreement rumbled like thunder through the crowd. But before anyone could act on their fury, O’Neill was ushered away by his bodyguards, flanked by his Galloglass entourage.
“Come on,” Seamus said to Eunan as he signalled him to leave. “There’ll be no persuading the O’Neill today.”
Eunan followed and worked his way through the crowd. He felt a slap on his chest and looked down to see a hand with a letter.
“From a rebel in Munster who hopes to see you soon,” a voice said.
Eunan looked up and saw a figure melting back into the crowd. He quickly tucked the letter into his pocket, resolving to read its contents when alone.

      [image: image-placeholder]The letter felt like a death sentence in Eunan’s pocket. Its cruel mystery threatened to unravel all he had worked for, and with Seamus’s suspicious eyes upon him, he doubled his efforts to lose himself in the throng of commanders. Eventually, he returned to his tent, shut out the world, and entered the stale air that was almost suffocating in its intensity.
His breathing quickened, and his hand trembled as he pulled the letter out, barely managing to keep his grip on the paper. Images of Sorcha flashed before him — lying immobile on her bed surrounded by white sheets, her arm reaching slowly towards Eunan as though it drained all her energy; Cara’s smiling face framed by windswept curls on Devenish Island, her cheeks flushed with life. Tears stung his eyes, and exhaustion gave way to guilt. Then came a vision of Sorcha pregnant with their child; her body barely rising from the bed. Should he discard the letter unopened outside the camp, where it would be drowned in mud kicked up by a thousand marching feet? His breath hitched in his throat, but he knew he had no option but to open it. He had to be brave enough to accept whatever awaited him.
He ran his fingers over the creases and lines of the letter, which carried the potential evidence of a conspiracy against him and his strongest hope in weeks. He shut his eyes tight and silently prayed before desperately prying open the paper. The parchment shook in his grasp as he read through it quickly until finally, there it was, at the bottom of the page: Cara. The name alone was enough to bring raging flames back to life inside him.
“Eunan? Where are you?”
The voice startled him out of his trance. Seamus’s voice echoed through the tent's thin walls, but Eunan did not move. He clenched his fists hard around the remnants of the letter so tightly that his knuckles turned white, then he shredded the letter into tiny pieces and stuffed the remains into his pocket with determined rage. With one last deep breath to steel himself, he stood up straight, marched out of the tent, and cleansed himself of emotion.
“There you are,” Seamus said. His eyes narrowed. “What have you been up to? Your cheeks are all red.”
Eunan made a feeble attempt at a grimace.
“I may have got too much sun yesterday being spared rain for so long. What has you so interested in my complexion all of a sudden?”
“I have commanded men for too long not to know when someone is up to something. But that is a question for another time. Gather your men. There is a column of the enemy retreating towards Fermanagh. We are needed to ensure your homeland is safe.”
Eunan pulled his shirt straight and thought of his sick wife in bed with her slightly elevated belly.
“To Fermanagh. Let the people know we are their protectors.”






  
  Chapter 2
The spreader of destruction and death
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The remnants of the English army retreated from Armagh in defeat, their officers attempting to keep a semblance of order as they streamed away like a broken river. The majority of the Irish soldiers had either fled to the rebels or returned home, leaving only those who were bloodied and mud-splattered behind. 
Taaffe stood near a campfire, his blanket draped over his wide shoulders in an attempt to protect himself from the cold, screaming curses at a silent sky as he recalled how he had been torn away from Eunan Maguire before he could make the kill.
Suddenly, Shea Óg appeared from the shadows, his pale complexion hinting at his inner pain caused by Seamus MacSheehy’s vicious attack on him that set him on the downward path to sitting here with Taaffe. With its extended cheek guards, his helmet covered the facial scars Seamus had given him that day, and Shea Óg’s madness for revenge surged within. Nevertheless, Shea Óg still expected Taaffe’s gratitude for saving his life and now he looked expectantly at the man.
“At least you’re still alive,” Shea Óg said. “I expect you to settle up with me if we make it back to Dublin, as I expect the rebels not to be far behind. Then we can see who the winner is likely to be and if the Queen will send another army which will be equally as badly led.”
Taaffe threw off his blanket, stood up and thrust his face into Shea Óg’s.
“We’re in this together.” Shea Óg felt the rush of air from Taaffe’s nostrils jabbing into his chest. “I’m just as Irish as you are,, and you are going nowhere without me.”
“Then what are we supposed to do besides rejoin the retreat to Dublin?” Shea Óg said.
Taaffe turned away and spat.
“I can’t go back there empty-handed. I owe too much money.”
“Then what are we to do?”
“I will go to Munster. I still have friends, and my creditors would not hire men to pursue me there.”
Shea Óg shrugged his shoulders.
“Then what am I to do?”
“You know where Eunan Maguire’s lands are, and we know he will not be there. Burn his lands, and kill anyone you come across. Then follow me to Munster, where I will have everything prepared.” Taaffe turned and grabbed Shea Óg by the shoulders. “Don’t let me down. Think of all our comrades we left on the field today. Get some revenge for them.”
Shea Óg shook off Taaffe’s grip.
“Why don’t you want to come with me if you want your revenge so much? It is not like you to be afraid to get your hands dirty.”
“I need to get back to Munster to use my contacts before news of this catastrophic defeat reaches them first. Go, and I will wait for you. I’m sure you can handle it. There should just be women and children because all the warriors should be here.”
Shea Óg smirked.
“All the better that you come. What will make Eunan Maguire follow you to Munster more than if you kill his relatives and create a blood feud? He is an honourable fool and will be compelled to follow, and then you can spring a trap. His uncle will accompany him because he has always harboured dreams of reviving clan MacSheehy.”
Taaffe stroked his chin.
“His uncle is a MacSheehy?”
“That he is.”
“Never has foolish pride caused the needless death of so many in the one clan than in the MacSheehys. The combination of a blood feud and the chance to redeem his clan’s honour will be too much for both of them. They will be foreigners in an unknown land. Easy to kill.”
“Then it is settled?”
“I have no more important place to be than the home of Eunan Maguire. Let us mount our horses and ride into the dark unknown.”
“You have the luck of the devil, Taaffe.”
Taaffe laughed.
“Luck? Many people say I am the devil.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The sky was an ashen grey, smothering the world in a thick blanket of smoke and ash. Eunan’s eyes burned from the sulphurous fumes and piercing beams of the harsh sun breaking through the clouds. His gaze moved to the lake shore, where a thick smoke column snaked into the heavens.
“I can’t be sure if it is O’Cassidy house, but it points in the right direction,” Eunan declared.
“We must move quickly,” Seamus urged. “It might be from another village, but we must get there before they attack our own.”
Eunan commanded scouts to rush forward as most of the men were on foot and desperate to return home and protect their families. They scavenged for any food scraps they could find and refrained from aggressively attacking the enemy due to their dwindling ammunition supply and hopes for peaceful negotiations. There was no need to slaughter those who marched past them either, for their Irish comrades were deserting in droves from the English army. They wanted only to fight against those who dared threaten their homes.
The roads were clogged with people fleeing to or from the northern lords, their victory ringing loudly in their ears. Eunan had a heavy feeling in his gut that boded ill. His own village was burned in the past by these same rebels. He had never been responsible for its protection in such a crisis before, and he could feel the burden of guilt pressing on his chest.
He felt a wave of dread rising as he saw the scouts returning pale-faced. The messenger stuttered out his news that a small band of men had passed through — just a whisper of destruction — but it reverberated like thunder around him.
Eunan’s thoughts flashed to the burning of his childhood home and the death of his parents, and he was filled with an unbearable rage. His hands curled into fists as he remembered his duty to protect his people and their families from this same fate.
“How bad?” His voice trembled, barely recognisable in its weakness.
The messenger replied softly, “It was only a small group of raiders, my lord. It appears they didn’t leave any destruction in their wake.”
Eunan’s brow furrowed as he fought against his rising frustration and anxiety. “Then why did we hear tales of such devastation?” he demanded.
“With the mass desertions to the English ranks, many men passed through Monaghan and south Fermanagh. I cannot deny there was destruction and harassment of the local population. However, the systemic destruction seems to have targeted your lands.”
Eunan’s face contorted with rage.
“This can only be the work of Taaffe. I should never have let him leave the battlefield alive. How long until we get there?”
“Half a day on foot.”
Eunan looked away but pointed behind him.
“Fetch me, Seamus, and Fáolán, and we’ll ride in front of the men.”
The messenger shifted on the back of his horse.
“Is that advisable, lord?”
“Taaffe is nothing if not a bully and a coward. He will flee as soon as he hears we are coming.”
The messenger bowed.
“I shall get the constables to hurry along the men.”
With that, the messenger bowed and galloped off.

      [image: image-placeholder]Eunan felt his heart race as they drew closer to O’Cassidy house. As they rode closer, Eunan felt a heat wave radiating from the billowing smoke as it enveloped them in its smothering grasp. His heart pounded against his ribcage as he drove his horse forward. His muscles coiled as he dug his heels into the side of his horse while testing his own balancing skills and the agility and strength of the beast beneath him. Seamus signalled Fáolán to draw back for fear that their reckless leader was galloping them straight into a trap.
As the house crumbled under flames, a swirling mass of black smoke billowed high into the sky. The sight that greeted Eunan made him sick to his stomach: bodies were strewn across the ground, some charred beyond recognition, others still oozing blood from fatal wounds. Gasping for air, he staggered through the destruction, searching for familiar faces amongst the bodies that littered the grounds. His heart shuddered as he recognised some of his faithful farmhands; his lip quivered as he frantically searched for more. Tears welled up in his eyes as he continued to turn over body after body until Seamus and Fáolán arrived, their faces etched in shock at the scene before them. His stomach turned as he flipped over yet another mangled corpse. He swallowed back his grief and kept searching as fresh waves of despair coursed through him as his gaze settled on a particular body.
“No!”
Large chunks of the clothing were charred beyond recognition, but what could be seen seemed to be the simple garb of a farm worker. The hair had been burned off, revealing a much shorter length than it had been before. Although severely damaged, the face still resembled its former state when the person was alive.
“DERVELLA!”
Dervella’s face was covered in dried blood, bone jutting from her right cheek. Her right eye was swollen shut, her lips busted open, and her teeth scattered on the ground around her.
Seamus ran up behind Eunan to see what he had found. Seamus howled like a wounded wolf. His heart felt like it would rip out of his chest as he threw Eunan off her body. He scooped Dervella up gently in his arms and staggered a few yards before collapsing on one knee, finally crumpling to the ground and laying her tenderly on the grass. He knelt beside her with his back to his companions, his shoulders shaking with heavy sobs. Eunan slowly moved closer, arm outstretched, an empathetic response ready to flow from his mouth as soon as his trembling hand found its way onto Seamus’ shoulder. But before he could move another step, Seamus noticed something from the corner of his eye that sent fear coursing through his veins. He recognised the wiry shape of a body beside Dervella. His fingers trembling, he reached down and turned the body over. His stomach churned as the tragedy was revealed.
“ARTHUR!”
Eunan’s eyes blurred with tears as he knelt beside Arthur’s body, slumped and still against the grassy ground. He reached out a shaking hand to brush away the matted hair from Arthur’s shattered face, barely recognising the beloved figure through his grief. His great friend, his last link to Desmond, his mentor, was dead., He looked into the sunlit sky, the previous gloom having departed and leaving smoke alone to pollute the air. He raged at God for allowing such a beautiful day to exist while two of his closest companions were dead and defiled. His chest ached with anguish as he felt the pain of both their physical deaths and the emptiness in his heart where they once resided. His soul floated above him, reaching out to touch the ground where his loved ones lay in cold repose, yet the distance between them felt like an unbridgeable gulf. Tears ran down his cheeks as he cursed the wickedness of those responsible. Bitterness filled Eunan’s heart as he looked upon the evil that had taken away two of his most cherished family members. In his delirium he heard their lifeless bodies cry out.
“Why did you abandon us? If you were here, you could have defended us. You abandoned us just like you abandoned your parents.”
“Hey. Are you all right?” Fáolán said.
Eunan looked up and saw the thick branches of an old tree. Along its arms shone the sun, nurturing life radiating from the centre of the tree to the green leaves that hung at the ends of the branches that were about the size of the palm of his hand. His head hurt, and his mouth was dry. His eyes could not focus because of the blinding sun.
“Water. Please.”
The water sparkled in the sunlight as it left the top of the flask and fell into his mouth. His throat was not positioned for the rapid water intake, and he jackknifed forward all coughs and splutters. He rubbed his eyes. Seamus sat across from him, shoulders slumped, his head leant to the right as if he had lost the will to hold it upright. The body of Dervella lay to one side of him and Arthur on the other.
“So it is true?” Eunan said at last.
“I never thought I’d see the day,” Fáolán said, “but the mighty Eunan Maguire fainted.”
The withering look he received in reply told him this was no time for any attempts at humour. Eunan twitched as he ran his hands through his hair.
“She was like a mother to me, and Arthur like my greatest friend. They both gave their lives toiling for me.”
With that, Seamus stood up as rigid as a ramrod.
“We must bury them, then we need to find out who did this and seek our revenge,” Seamus said matter-of-factly.
“We don’t have to look far to see who did this,” Fáolán said. He walked over to the oak tree trunk whose branches sheltered them. It was the same oak tree under which Caoimhe O’Cassidy was to marry the son of Connor Roe Maguire, where Seamus killed the groom during the ceremony. He pulled out a dagger from the trunk and caught the piece of paper the dagger held to the bark. He handed it to Eunan. Eunan read the message and looked away to hide his tears.
“What does it say?” Seamus said. He was in no mood to be kept waiting.
“Cormac O’Cassidy wants his lands back — signed the Sheriff of Sligo.”
“Taaffe!” Seamus spat. “This is a blood feud of the type we cannot let go unanswered. No doubt this is supposed to be a trap, but he has made a fatal mistake murdering my Dervella.”
“He has written the letter in blood,” Eunan said. “I have no wish to guess whose, but he did it in case there was any doubt it was a blood feud.”
“We must have the burials first, take some time to rest and then locate Taaffe and have our revenge,” Seamus said. “Where did you bury your first wife?”
“On the islands near my village,” Eunan said.
“Fáolán, get a cart and bring us to Corradovar,” Seamus said. “From there, we set off to Desmond’s island. It holds pleasant memories for everyone concerned, and their spirits have far less chance of being disturbed than they do here. For I fear this soil will absorb lashings more blood before it is still.”
No arguments came to Eunan’s lips, just a tear to his cheek. It was a fitting resting place to lay them both alongside Desmond, where they would be at peace.






  
  Chapter 3
The curse
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They wrapped the bodies in cloth and placed them on the cart Fáolán had retrieved from the village. 
“The villagers say they are sorry for your loss,” Fáolán said, in harmony with the mournful air.
“It’s about time they showed us some gratitude for all the protection we have given them,” Seamus growled.
Eunan opened his mouth to defend his people, but Fáolán signalled to him to be quiet, and Eunan kept his peace. They drove the cart to Corradovar, with Eunan’s men forming an escort. As the funeral procession entered the village, the residents came to pay their respects.
One woman recognised the hardened features of Seamus and stood beneath his horse.
“She was a good woman, that wife of yours,” she said. “She looked after us and would allow us to dip into the O’Cassidy-Maguire store of grain if we were short. ’Tis a novelty for us, a master that would look after us so well.”
Seamus’s chest heaved.
“Eunan Maguire will follow her good example and look after you as well as she did.”
“Where are you going to bury her?”
“On the islands where she should find some peace.”
“She was a Munster woman, wasn’t she? Would her passing not be easier for her to be buried in her own soil?”
“I wouldn’t want to plague her soul with the bad memories of her youth in Munster. Too many of her relatives were wickedly taken, and I fear their blood would have polluted the very soil that should comfort her. She had some of her happiest times on the islands, albeit not her own soil. But she will be content there. Now, thank you for your kind wishes, but I must get on with loading the boat.”
“You’d not be wise to take to the lakes at this hour,” the woman said. “With only a couple of hours of sunlight at best, you’d not get far until the dark surrounded you. If you were lucky, you’d run into the Maguire’s men, and you’d have to plead your case that you’re not bandits. If you were unlucky, you’d run into the bandits and have to plead your case that what is in your sacks is of no value to them. If you could utter a word before they slit your throats.”
She signalled for them to follow her. “Come stay in the rebuilt chieftain’s hut. Let us repay some of the kindness your wife showed us.”
Eunan looked at Seamus, and to his surprise, Seamus nodded for them to follow.

      [image: image-placeholder]The morning was bright and crisp, and the blue of the sky was reflected in the blue of the lake. The wind blew from the north, creating wispy white horses on top of the rippling waves. The entrance to the shore of the village was protected on both sides by thick beds of reeds protruding from the water, shielding boats beginning or ending their journeys from the worst vagaries of the open lake. The woman who had hosted Eunan and Seamus stood with them by the shore and pointed to one of their best boats.
“She’ll see you right for the passage to the lower lough,” she said. She’s as sturdy as they come, a fitting vessel for the saint’s last passage.”
Seamus juddered in a double take.

“She was never referred to as a saint in her life,” Seamus said.
“Well, she was a saint to us, and the priest would like to say a few words to help her on her passage to heaven if you don’t mind.”
A crowd of well-wishers had gathered, and the priest stepped forward. Seamus gestured to him to give his blessings. The boats, Eunan, Seamus, and Fáolán were blessed, and the priest then blessed the bodies and led the villagers in prayer. Seamus stepped back, for he felt like a fraud. He had not been to church since he fled Munster as a youth and had treated priests with suspicion ever since.
Once the blessings were over, the bodies were gently lowered onto the boat. It was the perfect size for the small party, for one person could sit up front and guide the boat, the bodies could rest in the upper middle part and there were two benches and two sets of oars in the rear. Seamus directed Eunan to the front as they climbed into the boat.
“Don’t be away from us for too long, Eunan,” the woman called after them. “We will fix your fields as best we can, but there is a limit to what the women, children, and the old can do.”
Eunan stood in the boat and saluted them.
“You will always be in my heart and under my protection.”
Seamus grunted as he dipped his oars in the lake, and Fáolán pushed the boat off the lakebed.

      [image: image-placeholder]The monotonous splashing of the oars in the lake as they journeyed towards Enniskillen did nothing to break up the tension in the boat. Eunan distracted himself by taking in the rolling hills on either side and looking for openings in the woods that hid small villages populated with fishermen in tiny one-man boats eager to find any bounty to feed their families. He took note of the thickness of reed beds lining both sides of the lake, but it was all for nought. Seamus had a knack for crushing any joy from any situation if he chose, and today, he seemed determined to do just that.
The boat jolted as they hit something.
“Hey,” Seamus shouted, “if you can’t avoid the mud banks in the middle of the lake, give Fáolán a go. Get back here and take the oars.”
Eunan and Fáolán negotiated around each other and the two bodies to swap positions in the boat without capsizing it. Eunan sat and grasped the handles of the oars. They were warm and damp from both the friction of the constant movement and the water dripping down the oars. Eunan soon found Seamus’s rowing rhythm. But he found the silence eerie. Here they were, all three of them in the boat together and without a word from any of them. Both of them studied the shore awash with melancholy with every wave that broke on the bow of the boat.
Eunan spoke to Seamus’s back.
“So why don’t we bury Dervella in Munster, as the woman said? Rumour has it that the O’Neill will raid down that way soon. I thought it was always your dream to return to Munster and revive the MacSheehy.”
Seamus sneered and spat in the water and carried on rowing.
“If you want me to join you, you need to tell me sometime.”
Sitting as he was, Eunan couldn’t see the emotions boiling beneath Seamus’s face.
“She has the curse of the Black Mountain,” Fáolán explained.
Eunan turned and faced front, for he felt he would get a better answer from Fáolán.
“She had survivor’s guilt, as do the both of us. If you witness half your clan turn coat on the other and you run with only your lives, that is the survivor’s guilt. We do not talk about it. We only plot revenge. Now row towards Enniskillen and not another word about it. I fear Seamus would rather club you on the head than discuss the Black Mountain.”
Eunan glanced back at Seamus and saw Fáolán was right. He dipped his oars back into the water.






  
  Chapter 4
Return to the islands
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They rowed until dark and pulled their boats onto the shore in a gap in the reed beds. 
“We’ll stay here for the night,” Seamus said. “Get your feet wet and find us a secure mooring.”
Seamus threw the end of a rope over Eunan’s head for him to catch. The daylight was fading fast, but Eunan saw Seamus’s mood had not improved. He would have to ask Fáolán about the secret of Black Mountain that cast such a shadow over their heads. 
Eunan jumped out of the boat and stood on the shore, waiting for Seamus’s instruction.
“The bodies stay in the boat,” Seamus said. He jumped out of the boat and walked straight past Eunan. “Make a fire. Fetch some rabbits. We leave first thing in the morning.”
Eunan looked to Fáolán and nodded for them to go into the woods.
The woods devoured Fáolán completely as he moved forward, the shadows stretching towards him like malevolent claws. The eerie cooing of owls echoed from within the depths, almost as if warning him to turn back. Fáolán readied his bow, taking his aim with a steady hand and a silent breath. As he released the arrow, two rabbits emerged from the depths of the forest — time was running out if they had any hope of dinner that night. The arrow flew like lightning, only to thump against a gnarled tree root at the last second.
“If you are going to shoot, don’t frighten everything else away,” Eunan said as he smirked.
Fáolán scowled and drew another arrow. There was a rustle in the bushes, and another arrow was loose. This time, it was met with a squeal. Eunan dove in with his throwing axe and finished the beast off. The pig twitched as the last of its life drained into the soil.
“That’ll be enough to see us to any of the islands and beyond,” Fáolán said, and he broke into a wide grin flush with success and as if he had been freed from melancholy by leaving Seamus’s company.
Eunan found a strong branch from which to hang the pig. They placed either end of the branch on their shoulders and walked back towards the camp. He heard Fáolán whistle and decided now was his chance.
“You know how Seamus wants me to become a MacSheehy?”
“Yes.”
“Then, should you not tell me about the Black Mountain so I can share your secret?”
Fáolán immediately lowered his part of the branch and turned to face Eunan. All the joy drained from his face.
“If you weren’t there, you cannot share the secret. You cannot feel the pain. It was the last stand of the Great MacSheehy Galloglass. My father, Seamus’s father, your grandfather. Traitors cut all down. Returning to Munster opens up the grave of all those feelings and hopes. Seamus must face it, but not now. He is not strong enough to face the curse of the Black Mountain and deal with the death of Dervella. Drop these questions until you see Seamus is in the right mind to deal with it. Now pick up the pig and come back to the camp.”
Eunan did as he was told, but his curiosity burned even stronger than before.

      [image: image-placeholder]Finally, the island of Desmond emerged in front of them after a gruelling day of rowing through the turbulent lake. Eunan had never been so relieved when he saw the familiar reeds rustling around it and the minuscule pebble beach they would have to drag their boat onto. A thick blanket of silence had descended over them ever since Eunan had brought up the dreaded Black Mountain. Without looking back, Seamus leapt from the boat and left Eunan struggling knee-deep in the water, knowing he would soon have to haul the lifeless bodies from the boat without his help. His gaze was firmly fixed on the island, and Eunan watched Seamus’s back with rising apprehension.
“Maybe a few gulls have broken into the house?”
Seamus scowled at him and walked to the south side of the island, where Desmond, Eunan’s beloved mentor and the man whom the island was named after, was buried. Eunan scurried after him. He found Seamus beside Desmond’s grave, stamping on the turf and kicking away the stones.
“You can dig down to a reasonable depth quite easily,” Eunan said softly.
Seamus grunted and looked out across the lake. The sun was sinking behind the hills, and a quick decision was required.
“Do we have suitable equipment in the house?” Seamus said over his shoulder.
“Yes, and with three of us, we should make short work of it.”
“Then we dig, we drink, we get revenge.”
Eunan soon found himself in a shallow grave with only the stars for light. Seamus had made steadier progress with his grave already up to his waist.
“This will do for my Dervella. She didn’t want to be halfway down to hell but would rather join with the soil, albeit only adopted soil.” Seamus climbed out of the grave, and his shadow loomed over Eunan. “Go and fetch her with Fáolán, and I will finish your friend’s grave. If I left it to you, we would still be here in the morning.”
Eunan smiled and clambered out of the grave. Seamus was in no mood for backchat.
Eunan returned after a while, holding Dervella’s ice-cold legs while Fáolán carried her by the shoulders. They navigated their way around the unsteady terrain of rocks and divots, searching for a place to rest her body. Seamus emerged from Arthur’s grave, the spade heavy in his grasp. He cast his gaze downward as Eunan and Fáolán lay Dervella alongside the fresh mound of dirt. His heart felt heavy with sadness as he realised that this really was goodbye.
“I’m no priest,” Seamus said when he lifted his head. “Nor am I the master of emotional speeches. But I do know this. I loved you, Dervella, as much as this hard heart can love anyone. My heart turned to stone as we watched our families get murdered on Black Mountain, but you gave me the hope and energy to carry on. I was never the best husband. I was cruel and selfish and disrespectful, all the bad things a man could be to his wife, yet you still stood by me and loved me. You remain inside me, in my heart, in my soul. I will not talk of vengeance for taking you away from me or vengeance for Black Mountain, for they are the pursuits of the living, and I wish for your soul to find the rest and comfort that was denied to you in your life. God, or whoever, may they bless you and lead you to a comfortable place. They can give all your sins to me, for they would make little difference to a man with a soul as black as mine. Goodbye, my love.”
Seamus got into the grave, and Fáolán lifted Dervella’s head and gave it to him. Eunan took the legs, and they laid Dervella to rest. Eunan made no effort to hide his tears. It would be a long night.

      [image: image-placeholder]Eunan emerged from Desmond’s house, his hair tousled, his clothes dirty, and his head still clogged with the lingering effects of sleep. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his fishing string. The steady diet of fish was becoming tedious as the weeks on the island had long ago begun to drag. But he stayed for Seamus, for he had taken the death of his wife very badly. He had slipped into a deep depression after they had buried his wife and Arthur on the other side of the island alongside Desmond. He stayed on the island for he knew if he left, Seamus would fall into drink and probably end up with a knife in his belly at the rear of some alehouse, either by the blade of one of the numerous enemies he had made or as the result of taking on someone less drunk than him. Eunan remembered how Seamus had been good to him on occasion in the past, so he stayed with him so he would not come to harm.
Seamus lingered around the house most days, not bothering to shave, clean himself or change his clothes. It was no different from when he was out on a campaign, but he took to spending long periods alone, which was very burdensome on Eunan, considering that only the two of them were trapped together. He had a mood like salt, causing friction and irritation whenever he rubbed himself into a conversation. Eunan took to reading his face from a distance and avoiding him as much as possible on such a small island when he was most abrasive.
Eunan took up swimming whenever he noticed that Seamus had slipped into a deeper depression and packed a knife into his bag, which he slung over his back as he swam from island to island. When he got onto dry land, he could explore and, if lucky, obtain some other foodstuffs to break the steady fish diet. It was a relief to step off their island, giving himself freedom from Seamus’s moods and providing exercise, as being cooped up in such a confined space drained his energy and soul.
When he returned from his foraging trips, he tried to make dinner for them every evening. His culinary skills were passable—mostly learned from watching Arthur and Dervella—since every soldier out in the field had to learn one meal they could forage from the fields and forests to survive. His efforts did not always get an appreciative reply.
“Fish again?” Seamus said, scowling. “How can you live on these islands if all there is to eat is bloody fish?”
“I’m sure you’ve put up with equally bad while trapped in the Wicklow mountains for months?”
“The food was good. It’s the company I complained about. But I can’t speak ill of the dead lest I join them before my time. Not that I’d care. What is there to live for now? My Dervella is gone.”
He flopped down at the table, swept away the dishes with a swing of his arm and made a pillow of his inner elbow.
“As the last of your family, I have to be everything to you now. Remember, you could be a great-uncle soon.”
Seamus raised his head.
“Then why do you spend your time with me when you have a pregnant wife to look after?”
“She has plenty of people attending her, and you have only me. You’re the last of my family, too, and I’d prefer you not to drink yourself to death. She’ll understand when I explain it.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that, nor would her father be so understanding.”
“Let me sort out your life first before I sort out my own.”
Seamus’s dry lips hurt as he cracked a smile for the first time in weeks.
“How the worm has turned. Never in all my time did I expect you to look after me, including being wounded or my unlikely arrival at old age.”
“I’m glad I can still spring a surprise upon you. You do the same for me by eating what I prepare you without complaint.”
Seamus sprung back and raised his hands in fake shock.
“What!? Are you going to cut out my tongue?”
“I’m glad you can still make a joke, albeit at my expense.”
“If I couldn’t find a joke out of you, I may as well drown myself in the lake.”
“Endless ridicule or your death by drowning. You know how to present me with a difficult choice.”
They were interrupted by the crack of feet on the pebbles of the shore. They both went for their weapons. Eunan went to peer out the window, and Seamus hid behind the door.
“There are three of them,” Eunan whispered. “We could take them if they were hostile.”
“We’ll have a lot of graves for such a small island,” Seamus said.
“They will have to deal with the vagaries of the lake's tides. Their bodies will not sully the sacred soil of Desmond’s island.”
“I come seeking Eunan Maguire,” came the cry from the cove.
“Who comes looking?” Eunan shouted from the window.
“Your master, the Maguire. Your wife. Your master, the leader of the MacCabes. The south Fermanagh shot. How many more would you wish to appear on your list before you show yourself?”
“I recognise that voice,” Eunan said. “It is my young constable, Odhran.”
“I bet he is only a couple of tufts behind you in growing a decent beard.” Seamus laughed at his own joke, and Eunan smiled, for it was good to see his uncle jolly again, even if it was at his expense. “But can you trust him?”
“If they were to send anyone from the MacCabes, it would be him. He may lead us into a trap, but he would not do so knowingly. I don’t see we have any choice.”
“Of course, we have a choice. What have I to live for anymore? I can go out with my axe swinging.”
“We can easily find someone more worthy to stand in front of your axe. Now, I am going to open the door. Promise me you will not perpetrate any violence unless provoked?”
“That still leaves me with a lot of scope, for I am easily offended.”
Eunan threw his eyes to the heavens and opened the door, concealing his axe from view. He covered his eyes for Odhran, who had the setting sun behind him.
“The Maguire sends his condolences for your loss and the ravaging of your lands. He will amply compensate you for your losses if you return to your former role.”
Eunan’s pupils blossomed.
“He wants me to lead his Galloglass again?”
“Alas, no, but the south Fermanagh shot is one of his ablest units, and you are one of his best commanders."
Eunan grinned.
“Are you hoping that such flattery will make you my second in command again?”
“It is an honour to serve, no matter what the role.”
“Why does the Maguire want me to return now? I have an obligation to my uncle, who suffered a worse loss than me.”
Seamus shoved Eunan out of the way and stood in the shadow of a tree so his vision would not be obstructed.
“Don’t make me sound like I’ve been enfeebled in front of the men. I am still the warrior I once was.”
“But the Maguire and the O’Gallagher will be glad to hear that,” Odhran said. “For they both have a debt to repay to you. The invasion of Munster begins in a couple of weeks, and they would like you to lead it.”
“Why didn’t you say earlier?” Seamus said. “To the boats, for at last the MacSheehy get to wreak their revenge.”
Seamus went into the house and picked up his axe and nothing else. Eunan scurried after him, for he worried Seamus was not in the right frame of mind to return.






  
  Chapter 5
In the belly of the beast
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The night was dark and silent as the spectre of the rebel siege loomed over the city of Dublin, sending fear into the hearts of its citizens. Those who could leave had already done so. Those who could not cowered in their houses. Some were forced to stay to defend the city because they had not found a way to desert, and some chose to stay either for loyalty to the Queen or to protect what their families had managed to claw out of this hostile land full of opportunities. Cormac O’Cassidy saw this impending doom and chose to defy it, throwing a lavish party for those who stayed and could not escape, gathering merchants, powerful military commanders, and personal minions to witness his last stand of defiance. He purchased the finest wine and the tastiest delicacies, celebrating this last stand against imminent death. 
Taaffe extended his mug so that Cormac O’Cassidy could refill it.
“Don’t you be making me throw this wine down the drain just like my money,” O’Cassidy said. He pulled the jug away just before the level that most would interpret the mug as being full.
“I’m very grateful for all you’ve done for me.” Taaffe nodded in acknowledgement. He owed O’Cassidy a lot. He was only back in Dublin because O’Cassidy had stated to his creditors that he was under his protection and paid off the debts to those who were least forgiving of Taaffe. O’Cassidy had become a rich man in a comparatively short time through his deal with Captain Williamson. Supplying the army with food, clothes and weapons proved extremely lucrative, partly because of the preference of the Irish recruits to drop their weapons on the field when fleeing the battle. With Williamson’s protection, he had become one of the major merchants of the city.
“Don’t forget that Shea Óg and I devastated Eunan Maguire’s, sorry, your lands, to deny the enemy their use, of course. Seamus MacSheehy’s wife is dead, along with many of those traitors who sided with Eunan Maguire.”
“That is the kind of repayment I want,” Cormac said, waving his finger in Taaffe’s face. "But I don’t consider any of your debt repaid yet.”
Taaffe scowled.
“After all the effort I put into making a blood feud with Eunan Maguire. Remember, all debts may go up in smoke with O’Neill at the gates of the Pale.”
“Pah! If he were going to attack, he would have made his move by now. I’m not afraid of him. He and his ilk took everything away from me, including my beloved daughter, and the only reason I am still on this earth is to avenge myself upon Eunan Maguire and Seamus MacSheehy.”
“Well, we did our best, given the circumstances.” Taaffe took another drink and savoured each gulp, thinking about what he just escaped from. “Now, we may as well pack up and leave while we still can.”
Captain Williamson was standing on the other side of the room at this gathering of merchants and military men organised by O’Cassidy. He wound his way through the crowd and put his remaining hand on O’Cassidy’s shoulder. He grinned at Taaffe, and Taaffe gulped, for he knew it was never good to get the captain’s attention.
“Oh ye of little faith,” said O’Cassidy. “This defeat has brought even more money to Captain Williamson and myself.” His finger prodded every point into Taaffe’s chest. “With one army destroyed, they have to create and resupply another army, which means enormous profits for us, for they are so desperate they will almost pay any amount for arms and equipment. We’ll soon need a man of your abilities to acquire us large tracts of land when you have cleared them of the troublesome natives. I look forward to you returning to me, my beloved south Fermanagh.”
Taaffe grimaced and blushed at the same time.
“I’m so glad I can be your toad.”
Captain Williamson stepped between O’Cassidy and Taaffe and put his arm around Taaffe’s shoulder.
“I know this can feel humiliating to you, but that is how it is. Men are judged here on how much they are worth now, not on their past reputations, which even you must admit you have done so much to trash.”
“I am a man of the times,” Taaffe protested, his cheeks red and knuckles white. “Men like him are nothing without me to be the muscle.”
“I know that, and you know that, but to the money men, you once more have to prove yourself. But do not worry about that. I have the restoration of your reputation all in hand.”
Taaffe threw the captain’s arm off his shoulder.
“Oh, but I am worried about being so indebted to you. O’Cassidy is easy to read, but you are the most cunning snake, always coming from a different angle. I do not know whose interest you are operating in half the time except for your own.”
“That is why we get on so well. We have so much in common. It takes one to know one, as they say. No, I have arranged another posting for you. You are out doing the dirty jobs of the war but on a mission that will greatly enhance your reputation. What do you say?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“You always have choices, but they are not necessarily good ones.”
Taaffe’s shoulders slumped.
“Let me have at least this night to enjoy a drink, for tomorrow I may die.”
“Embrace the risk. On the edge is where you live your best life. Don’t get sentimental or overdramatic. Your utter ruthlessness is your greatest asset.”
“And my greatest downfall. Why can’t I lead a simple life, be a farmer, till the land, and cease to be a victim to anguish as God stirs my fate.”
“You have long ago made your pact with the devil; the sooner you accept that the sooner you will be at peace. Now, I have someone to introduce you to.”
The captain put his right hand once more on Taaffe’s shoulder and guided him across the room. They stood behind a man in a white shirt with ruffled cuffs and a sturdy build. The captain tapped him on the shoulder.
“May I introduce Sir Warham St Leger, a long-time veteran of the Irish Wars?”
St Leger turned around. The remains of his white hair were tied into a long ponytail, and his wiry frame held up well to his seventy-two years. He sneered at Taaffe.
“Don’t tell me you must resort to Bingham’s cast-offs?”
“I take it you have met before?” The captain looked to Taaffe, who hung his head and sighed.
“Oh, it is a small world in the wilds of Ireland,” St Leger said. "I can find any number of cutthroats who will kill on command. Why should I take one in who I know will stab me in the back at the first opportunity he gets?”
The captain looked at Taaffe for an answer. Taaffe turned his head.
“I only went to court on the captain's instruction here.”
St Leger turned to the captain.
“Is this true?”
“He may be a dog, but he bites who you tell him to.”
“I am standing here,” Taaffe protested.
“Unfortunately, your reputation proceeds you, which forces me to have a frank discussion about your nature while also emphasising your strengths. Such is the long rocky road to redemption.”
St Leger scowled as he looked Taaffe up and down.
“So what do I get for taking him on?”
“Besides my eternal gratitude, a unit of twenty horse and thirty shot as ruthless as they come. When the Queen finally prevails, you will get the choicest cuts when her butcher chops up the land he has cleared.”
“I have heard about his auctions and know he is one of the most notorious men in Dublin, who owes everyone and is only here because of your protection.”
The captain smiled.
“He is a little misunderstood. You must remember that he was Bingham’s right-hand man for years, and their land-selling operation was the envy of all the governors of Ireland.”
“Who had all their dirty secrets revealed when they ended up in court.”
“Bingham had become a liability for the crown. But you can rest assured that he will never desert.”
St Leger laughed.
“Such is his reputation with the Irish as well.” St Leger looked upon Taaffe once more and sneered. “I will take him on one condition.”
“What is that?”
“I can execute him if he steps out of line.”
The captain slapped him on the shoulder and smiled.
“You will find him to be a great asset to you,” the captain said, turning to Taaffe. “Won’t he?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“With all
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