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Vengeance is in my heart, death in my hand,

Blood and revenge are hammering in my head.




- William Shakespeare

(Titus Andronicus)
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BOOK I



Lex Talionis
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Chapter One
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Autumn, 1588
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Y

ou wish to know who I am? I shall tell you. I am a child of the gutter. I am the daughter of a whore. I am the youngest child, the bastard child, of the last of the kings of Umaill though a butcher, a commoner, raised me.

Blood for blood. I fall asleep with these words ringing in my ears each night and awake with these same words lingering on my lips at first light. I take strength from these words each and every day without fail. As I meander aimlessly about, stumbling in the dark, these words - as wicked as they may be - give my life purpose in an otherwise purposeless world. Blood for blood is my rallying cry. Blood for blood is my daily, ungodly prayer.

Revenge, raw and sweet, unbridled by any moral limits, unrestrained by any pretense of humanity, is my North Star. Wrath is the course by which I set my compass. Except for the children, perhaps, there are no innocents. We each deserve our fate.

Some call me el cascabela muta, the silent rattle snake, a monstrous creature found deep in the sweltering jungles of the New World. I never cared for the comparison. The description lacks imagination and imagination is something I hardly lack. And yet I will confess the name rings true. I strike without warning. I strike without hesitation or reservation and when I strike, I feel no regret, no remorse or shame. My enemies never see me coming. They never see where I go. The wounds I inflict are fatal, always.

Despite my sex, I have a wanderer’s restless spirit and the blood of warriors flows through my veins. My heart rejoices most when I am standing on a rolling deck, navigating across a boundless sea with a brisk wind at my back and fair skies above my head. This is where I can pinch a fleeting moment of peace. This is where I can quiet my troubled soul. Out on the open water I am made clean again.

But now I reek of stinking death. My clothes are stained in blood and gore. I sail across a poisoned ocean always on the prowl. I roam through hostile hinterlands relentlessly tracking my elusive, loathsome prey. Nothing can still the raging beast caged inside me and wherever I go, my grim companion Death follows me like shadow.

An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. A life for a life. By God, I’ve put Machiavelli’s principles to the test. Lex Talionis is the code I live by.

This is who I am. It was not always so.

[image: north star : illustration of compass rose]

The decision whether to live or die was a most difficult one for me to make. And I had little time to choose.

After slipping through a trapdoor and crawling underneath the floorboards - with scorching flames rising up all around - I left my love behind me and escaped to the world outside, gulping down cold, night air to cleanse my lungs of smoke. And as the timbers of the old mill crackled and burned, I gingerly climbed out onto the spokes of the mill’s great wooden wheel, a wheel that hadn’t turned in years, and worked my way down unseen to the swirling, black waters below.

My hated enemy, Dowlin’s treacherous son and his brutish henchmen, stood in the woods less than a hundred paces off, watching the flames devour the mill with me inside - or so they supposed. I could hear them chuckling and exchanging ugly jokes about my grizzly end. One man lowered his trousers and started pissing on a piece of burning timber. His mates howled with laughter and stamped their feet at his crude theatrics. And then with one voice they began chanting blood for blood, blood for blood and cursed my name.

As I eased myself into the Carrowbeg, her freezing waters cut through me like a thousand daggers. I bit my lip, I bit down hard to stop myself from crying out though the chill at least quieted the pain in my thigh where a musket ball had gouged out a deep and bloody path.

I paddled out a ways under a canopy of bright stars. I latched on to a length of driftwood floating by and let the currents, especially strong from fresh, autumn rains that had fallen the night before, carry me swiftly downriver towards the sea. But before I drifted too far, I craned my head around for one last look at the old mill, for one final glimpse of Hunter’s funeral pyre. I turned just as the mill’s roof collapsed into itself in a ball of yellow and red flames, taking the mill’s wooden walls, and a goodly portion of the stone wall facing the river, down with it. The old mill and my poor Hunter disappeared together in a cloud of cinder and ash.

Then I heard the sound of wood splintering, like the discordant groans of a tree when felled by the woodman’s axe. I watched in fascination as the mill’s great wheel, engulfed in flames, broke free from its axel and plunged into the river with a great splash. The wheel started cartwheeling towards me until it toppled over and sank. And then the night turned dark, deathly quiet, and suddenly I was all alone.

I took no solace from being alive. My heart’s true joy was dead - and there would be no miraculous resurrection this time around. I fought down the urge to heave. I choked back my tears. I focused on the way ahead and kept paddling. I could wallow in my self-pity later I told myself for well I knew survival had to be my only thought.

Of course, for all my masculine bravado, I did not last long in the Carrowbeg’s frigid waters. My muscles began to stiffen. My arms and legs turned heavy. I worked my way over to the riverbank before I drowned, pulled myself out of the water and crawled through muck and thorny brush on a swollen belly while I searched the ground around me for a branch or a length of wood. When I found a pole discarded by some passerby, I tucked my makeshift crutch up inside my arm and started hobbling west down a country road. I walked for miles through woods and marsh, accompanied by chirping crickets and croaking frogs.

My journey was slow and painful. My joints ached. My thigh started throbbing and began to swell. With each step I took I felt searing pain. I shivered from head to toe. Never had I felt more weary. But I dared not stop to warm or rest myself. Dowlin and his brutes would surely be on the same road as me and not far behind. Dowlin thought he had killed me and with my men scattered across Ireland and beyond, he would hurry on to Westport to seize my ships for himself. I used my belt to brace my thigh and pressed on.

And when I stumbled into town in a thick fog just before daybreak, I willed my legs a little farther to Shaw’s splendid tavern as Shaw was one of mine. At that hour the tavern was closed of course so I went around to the back, broke a small window, and forced my way inside. The air inside the tavern was chiller than outside. I could see my breath. Too exhausted to start a fire, I grabbed an old horse blanket hanging on a hook against the wall, wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and curled myself into a ball on the tavern’s cold, dirt floor. My last thoughts were of Hunter dying in my arms as I cried myself to sleep.
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Jacob Atwood. Tall, muscular, a fine-looking Scot with a wild mane of red hair, and pound for pound by far the strongest man among my crew, broke down in tears when he saw me standing at his doorstep with a newborn baby in my arms and Efendi at my side. The hour was late to be knocking on doors, but I was in a hurry.

“Jacob, will you help us?” I asked.

The big man crossed himself, then wrapped his strong arms around me and held me close. He kissed me on the forehead.

“Oh, Mary, Mary, Mary. God’s wounds, I thought you dead. Everyone thinks you are dead.”

“No doubt, no doubt they do Jacob,” I replied. “It is only by the grace of God, or by some fluke, that I’m still alive. Are we welcome into your house?”

“Bless me, but of course, of course you are! Mustafa, ‘tis good to see you too my old friend!” The small, wiry Turk disappeared inside Atwood’s huge embrace. Then he glanced down at the baby. “What child is this?”

“This little one is Aliénor Muirgheal. She is my daughter.”

Atwood stared at me dumbfounded. “Eh?”

A tall, sturdy woman, more handsome than comely, brushed past Atwood as he stood gawking at me speechless. She set her lantern down, affectionately took my hand and offered me a reassuring smile.

“For the love of God, husband, after six children of your own have you no sense at all? Mary, I’m Martha, Jacob’s wife. Jacob has told me much about you. Please, please, come in. Let’s get you and the baby out of this unhealthy, night air. We must get something warm into you both. Jacob, stoke the fire and set out chairs for our guests. Best fetch the heavy, woolen blankets too.”

Atwood dutifully nodded to his wife, then gave me another hug. “Aye, Mother, as you say. Mary, I can hardly believe my eyes. And a daughter? Come, come inside. What a story you must have!”

“I’ve a tale to tell Jacob, but alas it is not a happy one,” I said as we followed Atwood and his wife inside. “Martha, I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance. I’m most grateful to you for taking us into your home.”

“This is a good Christian home,” she said sweetly. “We don’t turn away weary travelers, especially when they are known to us.”

Atwood, his wife and their six children lived in an unpretentious but comfortable house just outside the busy seaport of Ayr on the Clyde of Firth, a place I had never been to before. While his wife disappeared down a high-arched hallway with lantern in hand, the big Scot led us into a spacious room well-lit by a large chandelier hanging from the ceiling and from candles along the walls sitting on attractive, wrought iron sconces. I walked over to an enormous hearth built of stone to feel the warmth from a clump of dying embers.

The room, with its high ceiling planked over in dark wood and supported by heavy timbers at each corner in the Spanish style, and with walls finished in ivory wainscoting, reminded me of a church. The horseshoe arched doors were Moorish. A sturdy English oak table in the middle of the room, with eight highbacked chairs, would have made any noble proud. I smiled at some of the wood, porcelain and beaded glass objects I saw siting on shelves or on small tables around the room. I had been with Atwood when he had purchased some of these things from the Taíno and Carib Indians. Other trinkets I saw looked Russian or Scandinavian.

Atwood’s home was not a Scottish home, nor the home of a simple sailor. This was the home of an adventurer who had journeyed far and wide, of a man who had traveled between worlds.

Atwood tossed fresh logs into the hearth and set out chairs and blankets for Efendi and me. He grabbed a bottle and three glasses off the mantle and poured two fingers of whiskey into each. I did not refuse the liquor and despite his Muslim roots, neither did Efendi. I sat back in my chair and let the whiskey work its warm magic.

“I’m aware of the ambush,” Atwood said in a somber voice after a quiet spell between us. “Did anyone else survive?”

“No, Jacob,” I answered in a whisper. “James and thirteen good lads are dead. Only I escaped the slaughter.”

I looked down at my little Aliénor as she stirred in my arms. One eye popped open. She smacked her lips and started blowing bubbles but after a deep yawn and a stretch of her arms, she fell back to sleep.

Atwood reached over to touch my forearm. “James Hunter was a good man, the best of all of us. I know you loved him. We all knew how much James loved you. He’ll be sorely missed and I’m sorry for your anguish, for the grief you must bear.”

“Aye, ‘tis a heavy burden to be sure.”

“Can you speak of these evil matters Mary? Can you tell me what happened, or are the wounds too raw yet?”

“Jacob, I will tell you, but I would first have you tell me what you know.”

Atwood shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I know very little. Like most of the lads, I set out for home after our celebration at Shaw’s tavern that night. I only learned about the ambush later, after I had returned to Ayr. Men said you were dead Mary, killed by Medusa’s crew at some abandoned mill outside of town. Merciful God, what a black day that was. The feud between us and the Síol Faolcháin should have ended with the death of the Twins. So much for showing savages mercy. You won over no hearts or minds when you paroled Medusa’s crew and set them free. They say Dowlin has a son. They say he was onboard Medusa when you and James killed his uncles. They say it was Dowlin’s son who planned the ambush and ordered your death.”

Atwood paused when his wife returned holding a plate piled high with hot biscuits, fruits and cheeses. She brought warm milk for the baby.

“I have a hardy stew heating in the kitchen,” she said as she set the plate down on a small table between Efendi and me. “This will tide you over until then. Mary, she is beautiful. May I hold her?”

“Aye, certainly. Thank you. She is light, but even so...”

Martha took the baby from me and sat down next to her husband. Aliénor stole a quick peek of the world around her, then closed her eyes again.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “for our rude intrusion into your home. I know the hour is late, but Mustafa and I thought it best to come at night.”

Atwood nodded. “You were right to do so. Like any seaport, scoundrels with nothing better to do than gossip and meddle in the affairs of others, or worse, infect Ayr. Some men would gladly sell their own mothers for a purse filled with coin. The whores are no better.”

“We live in no mansion,” Martha interjected with a natural sweetness in her tone, “but we have room enough to spare for the three of you. You are most welcome to lodge with us.”

“No, no, thank you,” I said. “Your offer is most kind, but quite unnecessary. We’ve taken rooms at the Saracen down the road. We’ll not burden you further.”

“’Tis no burden, Mary,” Atwood said. “Do you need money?”

“Jacob...”

Atwood grunted. “Stow away your pride Mary. If you need money, a loan if you like, you need only ask.”

“Thank you, Jacob.”

“You’ve come directly from Westport I take it?”

“Aye, we’ve come from Westport and I’ll share my story with you, with no gladness in my heart. But tell me about the others first? What news?”

“Alas, I have no news. Uncertain of who was friend or foe, I’ve laid low here in Ayr these many months. No doubt our lads have done the same. You were the mortar that held us together Mary and without you, well...”

“What of Phantom, Medusa’s Head or El Rojo Diablo?”

“I know nothing about the whereabouts of Medusa or Diablo but, as luck would have it, Phantom is here in port.”

I bolted upright in my chair. “You have Phantom?”

Atwood waved his hands. “No, no, I don’t have her. A rich, wool merchant owns her now. How he came by her, I know not. He sold her guns off and turned our poor girl into a stinkin’ freighter. She makes short runs haulin’ cargo between Ayr and ports in England, Wales and Ireland. She’s a mere shadow of her former glory. ‘Tis sad to see.”

Phantom, my magnificent warhorse, was a French-built nao and as fast and as nimble as any ship on the water. I had acquired her when I was barely more than a girl with money a man named Eoghan Dubhdara O’Malley, the last of the kings of Umaill, had left me after he died.

Medusa’s Head had belonged to Dowlin’s father - a clan chieftain and a smuggler. Jealous of my success, and offended by my arrogance, the elder Dowlin had decided one day to take me down a peg or two and took the life of a young girl who was very dear to me, an orphan I had rescued from the streets. Gretchen was her name. Dowlin’s father was a wretched pig who needed killing and I’ve had no regrets about the day I cut off his head and took his powerful man o’ war for myself. But after butchering a clan chieftain, I was forced to flee Ireland.

Like Christopher Columbus before me, I crossed the broad Atlantic with my men to look for new opportunities in the West Indies. We made a fresh start for ourselves smuggling goods between the New World and the old one until Dowlin’s uncles, the half-witted Twins, a monstrosity of nature, hunted me down with the help of Spanish treachery. The Twins caught us napping, killed many of my men and seized my ships and treasure. They took me prisoner, put me on a ship bound for London and handed me over to the English to collect the bounty I had on my head on trumped-up charges of piracy.

I thought all was lost. I thought my life was forfeit until one day the Queen of England came to visit me in the Tower out of curiosity. She took a fancy to me, then pardoned me in exchange for my loyalty which I gladly gave. After my release, I sailed back to Ireland, took my Phantom back from the Twins and then purchased El Rojo Diablo, a fine battlecruiser with sails like burning charcoal. I handed Phantom over to Hunter and gave command of Diablo to Atwood. Both men were savvy captains, gifted seafarers and veterans of cruel, hard war. With two fine ships and an English letter of marque from the queen in my pocket, we sailed back to the West Indies to resume our life as smugglers.

I cringed at the thought of my poor Phantom, the noblest of ships, hauling cargo. I would have her back and my head began spinning with ideas to see it so. But any plan I devised would require men and money.

“Good grief, she’s a freighter you say!”

“I’m afraid so, Mary.”

“We’ll just see about that,” I said in a haughty tone. “What do you do to earn your keep now, Jacob? Have you found work with another ship?”

“No, leastwise I have no position as ship’s master. I oversee a small fleet of herring busses for a local gentleman who treats me fair enough. It is not exciting work, neither are the wages, but the job puts food on our table. I still have a tidy sum stashed away from our adventures in the Americas, but I keep that Godsend for the day trouble might find us.”

Martha took the baby over to a rocking crib in the corner of the room, tucked her in and then disappeared down the hallway again. When she returned a few minutes later, she brought two bowls of hot stew on a pewter tray, set the tray on the table between Efendi and me and returned to her chair next to her husband, taking his hand into her lap as she plopped down.

I took a spoonful of the hardy broth, full of onions, carrots, potatoes and bits of rabbit, and asked Martha about her children. She proudly described each child to me in elaborate detail as I ate. The Atwoods had three boys and three daughters. The oldest in the brood was eleven and the youngest had just turned three.

I hadn’t realized how famished I was as I gobbled down my stew, or how tired. My eyelids turned heavy as I filled my belly.

Atwood caught me fading. “I’ll walk you and Mustafa back to the inn,” he said. “You can tell us your story tomorrow, when you are better rested.”

I smiled at Atwood and his wife. I shook my head and stood to stretch my legs. I looked in on little Aliénor and found her curled into a tiny ball, chewing on her thumb. She had an angelic face and seemed happy with life. She was a wonderful baby and caring for her had been no trouble at all.

“I’m fine,” I said truthfully, having caught a fresh wind and returned to my chair. “I came to talk. I know it is close to midnight, but you need to hear what I have to say and time is not our friend. Poor Mustafa has suffered through my story once already. I suspect in the days ahead, if you are both with me, you’ll hear my story again.”

I took a deep breath when Atwood nodded, along with a sip or two of whiskey. Six months had passed since that evil night at the old mill. For Martha’s benefit, I started from the beginning. I started with the war. Atwood and his wife listened thoughtfully to me ramble on and on, soaking in my every word.

Rich and powerful Catholic Spain and Protestant England had been nipping at each other for as long as I could remember, but the war truly started back in 1585 when Queen Elizabeth brazenly sent her armies into the United Provinces to help the Protestant Dutch in their fight for independence from Spain. King Phillip II answered Elizabeth in the summer of ’88 by sending El Grande y Felicisima Armada, the largest fleet in the history of the world, north to invade England.

Elizabeth needed every ship and every able seaman to defend her realm. She sent out a call-to-arms across the four corners of her kingdom, including one to me. Though my crew and I were Irish, and mostly Catholic, I owed the queen my life and accepted her plea for help. My ships sailed with a fine squadron of English privateers under Sir Francis Drake who, as every English schoolchild knows, crushed the Spanish Armada at Gravelines.

Drake did not purse the Spanish as they limped back home with a broken fleet. But I did. Sailing for the English had cost me plenty and so I followed the Spanish into an angry North Sea and then into the wild Atlantic hoping to pickoff a prize or two.

I lost Diablo off Loop Head when she sprung her bowsprit in one gale or another and while Atwood took her into Limerick for repairs, I kept Phantom at sea, trolling the waters between Aill Na Brun and Inishtooskert, still hoping to snag a prize before the Spanish sailed beyond my reach. My persistence was rewarded when we caught a straggler on our last day out. She was a poor ship, a Spanish galleass with a half-starved crew. I let her go - but I kept the six chests of gold Hunter had found hidden away inside the captain’s cabin - and then we sailed on to Westport, our homeport, where we waited for Atwood and Diablo. That was when we happened upon Medusa’s Head, the magnificent flagship of the Síol Faolcháin, sailing poorly off Clare Island with a shattered mast and with her rigging in shambles. Plainly, the Síol Faolcháin had sailed with the Spanish as privateers and that made Medusa fair game.

My men and I stormed aboard the crippled ship and fought her crew hand-to-hand. And when I killed one Twin, and Hunter killed the other, the crew tossed their weapons aside and we took Medusa as a prize.

In one day, we had taken six chests of Spanish gold, seized a superb man o’ war and cut-off the head of the Síol Faolcháin, ending the years of bloody slaughter between us. That was the very best of days. But oh, like the desert dunes, how fortunes shift and change.

I spared Medusa’s crew. In a magnanimous gesture, I sent them home after each man gave his binding oath that he’d never take up arms against me again. Little did I know that Dowlin’s son, and nephew to the monstrous Twins, stood amongst them.

When Diablo glided into Westport with a new bowsprit the following day, I released my men. I gave them thirty days’ liberty, give or take, and took my officers to Shaw’s splendid tavern - renamed Fúmsa an Díoltas in my honor, the place where the clan had first tried to kill me - to eat and drink and celebrate. After midnight men started drifting back to the ships or headed out on the road to see friends and family. Hunter stayed with me to finish-off the ale.

And then a man burst through the tavern’s door looking for me. I did not know his name, but I knew he was one of Martin’s men. John Martin, though he liked to pass himself off as a gentleman adventurer, was in truth a provocateur and one of her majesty’s spies. More importantly to me, he was my champion at Court. Martin’s man told me that Martin had been shot by desperate, shipwrecked Spaniards out by the old mill. The man begged me to follow him to the mill to help him save his master.

Hunter and I assembled what few men we could, thirteen in all, and raced out into the darkness down a narrow, country road with lanterns and torches in hand. When we reached the mill, the forest all around us erupted in smoke and flame. Martin’s man had lured us into a trap.

One-by-one my men were cut down. One musket ball grazed my thigh and Hunter had to help me hobble towards the mill. Only Hunter and I reached the mill alive. We barricaded ourselves inside a room upstairs and waited for our attackers to rush in and kill us. That was when Hunter toppled over, that was when my poor Hunter died in my arms with a bullet in his back.

And then a man with a hauntingly familiar face called out my name from the woods. He introduced himself to me as Dowlin’s son, the son of the wretched clan chieftain I had beheaded long ago. As his men set the old mill on fire, I could hear them chanting blood for blood, blood for blood over and over again.

Wounded, alone and filled with grief, I sat on the floor rocking Hunter’s lifeless body back and forth as tendrils of thick, grey smoke poured into the room through gaps in the door. The smoke stung my eyes and lungs and I started choking. I found it harder and harder to breathe. But I was content with my sad end for soon I would be reunited with my beloved. Then I felt the baby kick and suddenly I was torn between life and death. I gently laid Hunter aside, touched my belly and found my reason to live.

As a young girl the mill had been my secret hiding place whenever I needed a bit of solitude. I knew every nook and cranny of that old mill. Underneath the floorboards there was a crawlspace once used by the mylnweard to access the mill’s great wheel. Before the flames and smoke devoured me, I kissed my beautiful Hunter farewell and made my way to the river.

“Now you know my story,” I told Atwood, brushing back a tear.

Atwood stared at me incredulously with a furrowed brow. “So, you crawled under the floor to the river and escaped?”

“I did.”

Atwood stood to refill my glass. “How extraordinary. I fear I wouldn’t have been that quick-witted. Ha! I wouldn’t have fit into that damn crawlspace. And you were with child when we sailed out of Devonport to face the Spanish Armada?”

“Aye, I was with child then.”

I could see the confusion in Atwood’s eyes. I could see he wanted to ask me how it was, after all the years Hunter and I had been lovers, that we had managed to conceive a child. Mercifully, Atwood bit his tongue and did not press me.

Martha understood. She gave me a knowing nod and I nodded back, sealing a secret pact between two co-conspirators. The truth was obvious of course. I had taken another into my bed.

“I cannot imagine,” Martha said, “sailing into war with a child in my belly. How remarkable. Jacob has told me how extraordinary you are. Men would never follow you otherwise. I’m so pleased to know you a little better.” Then she paused to turn to her husband and poked him in the ribs. “My man here failed to tell me about your beauty though. I’ve not laid eyes upon a more striking woman.”

I managed a small giggle, my first in many months. “Put your mind at ease, madam. Before God, I can attest Jacob is a faithful and loving husband. The islands of the New World are filled with temptation all around, but I’ve never seen your man stray, not once. I think it is you though dear lady who is the extraordinary woman in this room. I cannot imagine raising six children on my own and managing a household with my husband gone for long stretches of time at sea, not knowing when - or if - he’ll return. You must be a strong and courageous woman.”

“It is true we women do not have easy lives,” Martha readily agreed. “To survive the hardships and heartbreak of this life, women must have backbones of steel. What surname will you give your daughter?”

“Ryan is my mother’s family name. As James and I never married, Aliénor will be a Ryan.”

“Aliénor Muirgheal Ryan,” Atwood said thoughtfully, absently scratching the stubble on his chin. “Good, strong name.”

“Aliénor is French. The name means light. Muirgheal in the old Gaelic tongue means bright as the sea.”

“Beautiful,” Martha said.

“How,” Atwood asked, “did Mustafa find you?”

“After I escaped from the old mill, I made my way to Shaw’s place,” I answered, then paused to smile at Efendi. “He took me in, dressed my wounds and when it was my time, Mustafa was there to help me with the birth. Shaw was too squeamish and we dared not risk bringing in a midwife who might betray us to the clan.”

Atwood turned to Efendi and grunted. “What the devil possessed you to look for Mary? By all accounts Mary was dead.”

Efendi, a man who rarely cracked a smile, smiled broadly. “I was still in Westport when I heard the talk about the ambush. I hurried to the old mill and found the bodies of our men dumped into a ravine back in the woods. But I did not find Mary or James among them. I sifted through the rubble. The timbers still smoldered. The stones were still warm to the touch. I found only one body in the wreckage, the body of a man. I knew if Mary was alive, she would look for Shaw.”

The big Scot tried to hide his tears. “Forgive me, Mary. Forgive me for not returning to Westport to do the same.”

I rose from my chair and kissed Atwood on the cheek. “You had no reason to doubt the stories about my death. You were right to stay in Ayr to protect your family. There is nothing to forgive, there is nothing you could have done.”

“Perhaps. Mustafa, truly you helped with the birth?”

Efendi nodded. “I did, I did indeed my friend. There was no one else as Mary has said. It was not the first time I have rendered such services.”

“You’re a braver man than me, Mustafa. My Martha has always known it best to keep me far away when she labored with child.”

“To bring new life into the world is a solemn event,” Efendi offered. “Should Allah bless you with another child, you must bear witness to this miracle Jacob.”

Martha glanced at her husband askew and with an unfriendly smile. “Should I find a seventh child growing in my belly Jacob Atwood, you had best run into the hills for your life.”

Atwood answered his wife with a sly grin. “Mary, what’s your plan? I know something must be brewing inside that head of yours.”

Atwood knew me well. This is my one, true gift. I excel most others at concocting schemes and plans.

“Mustafa and I have heard rumors about a band of brigands, a mix of Irishmen, Africans and a few Indians from the New World, hiding out in caves along the shores north of Dublin. These rumors intrigue me. There is also talk the English are assembling many ships, landing craft and men, along with vast quantities of supplies, up and down the south coast of England. Such a force is far too grand for one of Drake’s raiding parties. Perhaps there is an opportunity for us there.”

Atwood slapped his knee and howled. “Moors and Caribs frolicking about Ireland causing mischief you say? My, my, my.”

“Shush!” Martha scolded. “You’ll wake the baby and the children.”

“Ah, bless me. Sorry, Mother. Mary, I’ve heard the same chatter about a large English force of one sort or another being assembled. Had the winds favored the Spanish Armada at Calais, England would be a Spanish province now, the queen would be without her head and we’d all be attending mass and learning to speak Spanish. Elizabeth craves blood they say. An expedition to Spain would not surprise me.”

I nodded. “Nor I. The queen is a proud woman. Above all else she desires to keep her kingdom strong and secure and she’ll want revenge too no doubt. I hear the best of Phillip’s fleet returned safely back to Spain. The great war galleons survived both the carnage at Gravelines and the Atlantic’s punishing gales. Drake’s victory over the Armada was an astonishing feat. He deserves the glory. Even so, his victory perhaps is not the decisive blow many Englishmen like to boast about. Woe to England if she gives the beast time to heal.”

“Quite so, Mary, quite so. Drake gave Medina Sidonia a good thrashing at Gravelines, but then the fool failed to deliver the coup de grâce and let the Spanish slip away. Lord only knows why he didn’t try to finish-off the galleons. It’ll take the Spanish months to ready their ships for action and they’ll need time to raise and train new conscripts for the army and the navy. The English should hit the Spanish and hit them hard before it’s too late.”

I stifled a yawn and smiled. “Tell me Jacob, are you content with your fisherman’s life?”
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Chapter Two
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I

had no ships. I had no crew. Except for the clothes on my back, my two brothers at my side and an infant child in my arms, I had nothing. What little money I carried I had borrowed from Shaw. But I have started out with less.

We caught a packet ship for Westport first. I needed a safe, wholesome home for my little Aliénor. A baby in my arms would never do as I prepared myself for the violent road ahead.

I knew just the family. A priest from my childhood and a man I trusted named Friar Thomas had a brother he was very fond of in Westport named John Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald was a cooper by trade with a good business and a fine reputation. He had a kindly wife named Katerina and three lovely children, one strapping son and two fetching daughters. After I reached a fair arrangement with Fitzgeralds to look after my little one, Atwood, Efendi and I caught a packet ship to Dublin and from Dublin we traveled north on foot for some twenty miles or so to a small fishing village named Rush in the parish of Lusk within the Barony of Balrothery. We trudged through heavy snow and blustery winds and did not stop as I was in a hurry.

Rush is well-known for the tremendous quantities of ling her sons haul-in year after year. For generations Rushmen have launched their tiny fishing trawlers out into the rough and tumbly sea, dragging their drift nets across the water in fair weather and foul. Harvesting the sea’s bounty is a hard and dangerous life, forging hard and dangerous men. But not all Rushmen like to fish. To the north, chiseled from solid rock by centuries of rain and surf, are many coves and caves. For men who aren’t afraid of breaking a law or two, the waters there are ideal for smugglers.

We spent our days and nights sampling different taverns in and around the fishing village, mingling with the local patrons and spreading the word that we were looking for men of quality willing to sail to the New World. We spoke openly of our interest in hiring men who had been to Santo Domingo, Guadeloupe, Havana and the Port of Spain. But we were outsiders and folks greeted us with suspicion or shunned us altogether. Even so, our persistence paid off by week’s end. Our peculiar questions attracted the desired attention.

As we left a crowded pub one night, a fine establishment with all the necessaries named the Empty Pocket, a dozen men, stout men with torches and armed with clubs, pitchforks and long sticks, surrounded us in a back alley. Atwood moved his hand to the hilt of the sword hanging from his hip while Efendi took a step to one side, the stance he favored before launching the deadly throwing knives he had hidden inside his sleeve. And I unbuttoned my coat to grab the brace of pistols I kept tucked against the small of my back.

“What is this?” I asked defiantly.

A short, stocky fellow with a crooked nose, a nose that had been broken more than once, stepped forward. “A friend of mine wants to meet you,” he said evenly. “He’s waiting for you down by the water’s edge at the old pier. You’ll come peaceful now or else...”

I raised an eyebrow at the man. “Or else what?” I asked and laughed. A dozen fishermen armed with sticks were hardly enough to intimidate me, especially when I had Atwood and Efendi at my side.

“Or you can turn around and leave Rush tonight madam and never return. You have our leave to crawl back to whatever dung-hole you sprung from.”

I offered the man a disarming smile. “There’s no need for any discord between us friend. We’ve come to your fine village without malice. We want no trouble. We’ll gladly accompany you to the old pier to meet this friend of yours.”

The Rushmen escorted us down to the water and then to a pier with a small storehouse at the end of it. A brazier of burning coal stood next to the storehouse. The man with the crooked nose offered us hoods and demanded we surrender our weapons.

Atwood shook his head.

“The choice is still the same,” the Rushman said. “Do as I say or leave Rush tonight. Them be your two choices. There be a third choice too, but that one doesn’t end well for you.”

“Save your empty bluster for weaker men,” Atwood scoffed and squared his shoulders back, ready for a brawl. “I’ll not hand over my sword or put that filthy bag over my head. And I promise you this: you and your band of buffoons will sorely regret any attempt to force me.”

Well I knew my feisty Scot was not bluffing. I’ve seen him fight six men at once and crack a man’s skull open with his bare hands. And if Atwood drew his sword, Efendi, who thought of killing as a form of high art, would whip out his knives. A dozen good Rushmen would be dead or lying on the ground bleeding their lives away with my precious plan bleeding out with them.

I took a step forward and handed my pistols over to the lead man. “I’ll go inside. Jacob, Mustafa, return to the pub and wait for me there. All will be well.” I took in the faces of the twelve Rushmen surrounding us, men who were only a heartbeat away from death. “Ugh, men and your endless need to flaunt your pillicocks. We’re all bound by a common cause. You boys just don’t know it yet.” I pointed to the leader. “You, what’s your name?”

“O’Grady.”

“Well Master O’Grady, it’s late and I’m cold. Let’s get on with it then. Lead the way.”

“We’ll wait for you here, Mary.” Atwood said and folded his arms defiantly.

I looked over at O’Grady. “Is this satisfactory to you?”

With a nod from O’Grady, I let him slip the hood over my head and bind my hands. Then he placed my hands on his shoulder and guided me down the pier and into the storehouse where the air was thick with the pungent smell of fish mixed with the scent of freshly cut wood. I could feel clumps of sawdust and bits of wood underneath my boots.

“This is the woman,” O’Grady said.

I could hear a man stepping towards me as his boots made a squishing sound against the wood shavings on the floor. My muscles tensed and suddenly felt ill. Perhaps I had made a terrible, terrible mistake. The image of Dowlin’s son coming at me with a dagger in his hand sent a shiver down my spine.

The man cleared his throat. “You and your companions are strangers to this parish,” he said with an edge in his tone. “You like to ask a lot of questions.”

I smiled. I breathed a sigh of relief. I knew the voice.

“Questions can kill a man, or a woman, in these parts,” the man continued. “I’ll be asking the questions now. I want your name and the names of your friends. I know you’re Irish. The big man outside is a Scot and the other fellow I suspect is from lands far to the east, Russian perhaps? You’ll tell me your purpose here and if you lie to me, I’ll know and things will turn messy then. Do we understand one another?”

“Michael...” I said and held my arms out. I could almost see his draw drop as I uttered his Christian name.

“What the devil? Joseph, I would see this woman’s face. Remove her hood.”

MacGyver stared at me wide-eyed. “Great God, Mary!” he said and reached out to embrace me.

I held him close and kissed him on both cheeks. “Michael! You are the reason why I’ve come to Rush! Jacob and Mustafa are outside.”

“Oh, Mary, Mary, Mary!” he said as he undid my bindings. “We all thought you dead! Joseph, all is well. I know this woman. Bring the other two.”

O’Grady hesitated, he removed his hat and bowed his head. “Beg pardon miss, you be Lady Mary, Capt’n Bloody Mary?”

“Aye, I’m known by both those names, as well as a few less charitable ones.”

“Joseph!” MacGyver exclaimed, annoyed. “There’ll be plenty of time later to chitchat with our good Lady Mary. For now, ‘tis best we keep this matter to ourselves. Capt’n Mary is dead and shall remain dead until Lady Mary says otherwise. Now we have work to do.”

“Aye, sir, sorry sir,” O’Grady replied and started moving towards the door. “I’m sorry miss for my cross words earlier.”

“All is well between us Master O’Grady,” I replied.

“I know,” MacGyver said as he handed my pistols back to me, “how you crave anonymity Mary. My lads are good men, but some secrets don’t keep. Word will spread across the counties that you’re alive soon enough.”

“Not to worry, Michael. It’s high time I stepped out from the shadows.”

“Mary, this isn’t County Mayo. Kayne Dowlin can reach you here with no difficulty at all once he learns you still breathe. The Síol Faolcháin has eyes and ears in every village and every seaport up and down the east coast of Ireland. Once these hounds pick up our scent, they’ll not rest until they find us, until they settle every old grudge and tie up every loose end.”

I brushed MacGyver’s cheek with the back of my hand. “Ah, Kayne, Kayne Dowlin, you say? I did not know the bastard’s given name. I’ll not soon forget it. Aye, there are grudges to settle and loose ends to tie.”

“What’s this? Atwood bellowed as he ducked through the doorway. “God help us,” he said as he lifted MacGyver off his feet and squeezed him in a bear hug, “the queen has emptied the half-wits from bowels of her jails!”

“Put me down you big lout!” MacGyver demanded.

Then Efendi stepped into the storehouse. He and MacGyver clasped each other firmly by the shoulders.

“What a day this is!” MacGyver said with a wide grin. “I never thought I’d see the likes of you two scoundrels again.”

“Gentlemen, I’m chilled to the bone,” I said as I tucked my pistols inside my belt and buttoned up my coat. “Let’s return to the village where we can warm ourselves. I for one need a drink.”

MacGyver sent his men home and we followed him back to the Empty Pocket. The earlier crowd had thinned out and we had our pick of tables. I claimed a table in a quiet corner and ordered a pitcher of ale from the barkeep, a huge, beefy giant who eyed me appreciatively up and down with a grin. I took no offense.

I told my story first, sorry that poor Atwood and Efendi had to suffer through it all again. I made no mention of the baby, not yet.

“James, dead,” MacGyver said softly after I had finished. He brushed back a tear. “Hard to accept. He was like a brother.”

I too wiped away a tear. “Aye, Michael, we all loved Hunter.”

“How did you know to look for me here, Mary?”

“We heard rumors about a band of brigands, Irishmen, Blackamoors and Indians, roaming about in these parts. The rumors piqued my curiosity.”

MacGyver smiled. “Kinkae, Henry and all their men are close-by. Some of our Irish lads are with us too and we have a few new men who have joined us. You met some of the new lads earlier.”

“Henry and Kinkae are both alive! Wonderful!”

“Tomorrow I’ll take you to them.”

“What brought you to Rush, Michael? I always thought Dublin was your home. Tell us your story.”

“My roots are here in Rush. I tell folks I’m from Dublin because everyone knows Dublin. I was on my way here when I heard about the shootings at the old mill. I doubled back to Westport in haste. But folks said no one survived the ambush. I knew better than to linger in town for long with the Síol Faolcháin on the loose.”

Atwood grabbed the pitcher. “How did you find Kinkae and Henry?” he asked as he refilled each tankard.

“I hurried to Phantom, hoping to save her from Dowlin’s filthy clutches and found our boys still on board. But we didn’t have time to free Phantom from the dry dock and Medusa was of no use to us with a broken rudder so we rowed out to Diablo, gathered what men we could, and sailed here.”

Atwood slapped the table. “Zeus’s balls! You have Diablo?”

MacGyver’s lips curled into a sly smile, a smile not unlike the smile Hunter would make when he had pulled off some mischievous, schoolboy prank. “Aye, I’ve got Diablo. She’s anchored nearby in a quiet spot of water.”

“Can she put to sea?” I asked excitedly.

“She could use some sprucing up, but aye, she’s sound enough. We’ve kept ourselves busy smuggling here and there. Christ Almighty though - there be little profit in it anymore. The clans are squeezing out the independents. We can barely survive on the meager scraps they leave us. It’s not like the old days, Mary. Times are lean. Men are losing hope.”

I reached across the table and patted MacGyver reassuringly on the shoulder. Diablo was mine. I had purchased her with my own money and I had armed her with cannon. But if MacGyver claimed Diablo for himself, I would not object. I owed MacGyver. I owed all my men and owed them plenty. They had suffered and bled for me. Some had sacrificed everything for me, even after I had failed them. Their unwavering loyalty was a great mystery to me. I did not think myself worthy. I am a woman playing in an unforgiving, dangerous world ruled by men, a world where women are at a severe disadvantage. Despite my many failings, my men had always stood by me.

“Michael, are you with us? There’ll be no hard feelings if not. If you choose to go your separate way, Diablo is yours with my blessing.”

MacGyver looked at me with a hurt expression. “You say the most bizarre things at times Mary. Of course, I’m with you. Kinkae and Henry would shackle a cannon ball around my ankles and pitch me over the side otherwise. Diablo is your ship and Jacob is her captain.”

I pulled MacGyver’s hand to the middle of the table, placed Efendi’s hand over his and then Atwood’s and rested my hand on top. “Now that James is gone, Phantom goes to Jacob and command of Diablo is yours Michael. Mustafa, my fine, brave Turk, you’ll continue to do what you do best. You are my sword, my shield and my will.”

“You have Phantom?” MacGyver asked.

“No, not at present. But Jacob has seen her and she is not far away. We’ll need to displace her present owner and his men. Nothing we haven’t done before.”

At dawn the next morning Atwood, MacGyver, Efendi and I put Rush behind us and headed out on foot into bracing gusts blowing down from the arctic with snow flurries whirling all around. We took the north road for several easy miles until we reached a small cove protected by two fingers of land where MacGyver had Diablo tucked safely away.

MacGyver had understated Diablo’s condition. The tide was out and she sat on the sand, a sad, sad sight to see. Her hull was marred by splotches of bare wood. Paint was peeling off her rails, masts and spars. I saw rust on metal fittings and her bottom badly needed graving. Her charcoal-grey sails had been patched-over with strips of white canvas and much of her rigging was frayed. From top to bottom Diablo was in desperate need of an overhaul. And yet to the discerning eye, Diablo was a fine warhorse. Her French shipwrights had built her sound and true. She had sailed with me to the New World and into battle and had years of life in her still.

The reunion with Kinkae, Henry and all my men, about eighty strong, was bittersweet. There were hugs and tears all around and even a kiss or two. I sent a few men back into town with coin to buy fresh victuals, whiskey and ale for a proper feast and when they returned before nightfall pulling three two-wheeled carts loaded down with crates, barrels and burlap sacks, we started the cooking fires along the shore to celebrate. We ate until we could eat no more and gorged ourselves on drink. We laughed and cried as we sang the songs of our people and traded our stories. At evening’s end I gathered everyone around and revealed my plan to take Phantom back. My words were greeted with a rousing cheer and it warmed my heart to see my lads trust in hope again.

MacGyver insisted I take Diablo’s great cabin when I decided to turn in. I was exhausted with a head full of whiskey and did not argue. I collapsed on the bunk and shut my eyes with a warship underneath my feet and a loyal crew at my side. But where I should have felt joy as a companion, I found only melancholy. I ached for Hunter’s love. I longed to see his smile, to feel his touch and sleep eluded me.

In the morning, as was my custom before setting out on any new journey, I held a council of war with all my officers. Atwood, MacGyver, Efendi, Kinkae and Henry joined me in the ship’s great cabin. They squeezed into their seats around the cabin’s small table as I poured each man a glass of wine, except for Henry who preferred ale when we had no mobbie, a vile drink the Carib make from fermented potatoes or cassava, and I handed him a tankard of Dublin’s best.

I took in the faces around me and smiled. For years we had bled together, prospered together and had survived many adversities together in two different worlds. These men were my brothers.

I laid out the particulars of my plan and - mindful of the Ten Rules - I put the matter to a vote. The Ten Rules required a unanimous decision on any proposal to put ship and crew in peril.

My plan was simple. My plans are always simple. I intended to sail north and take Phantom out on the open water as soon as she departed Ayr, though exactly how we would take her I did not yet know. Something would come to me. My officers all voted in favor of my plan without debate or conditions of any kind.

After breakfast we broke camp, weighed anchor and floated out to sea with the tide under half sail. Six months, a lifetime, had passed since I held a ship’s wheel in my hands, since I had reveled in the exhilaration of command. I took the wheel from MacGyver once we cleared the shallows and pointed our French-built frigate towards Scotland. I gave the order to shake out more canvas. I watched the topmen scramble up the shrouds and move out smartly along the spars to untie the reef points while men on deck worked the lines and braces. Diablo picked up speed as she spread her wings. Though Diablo was not as fast as Phantom, she was a good sailer.
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We made a quick and easy passage from Rush to Ayr under fair skies and a gentle wind. Diablo handled well in the light breezes.

From stem to stern she was a black ship. But when I had purchased her in Plymouth, her rails and bulwarks, her gun ports, capstan, bitticle, the fore, main and mizzen mast lowers, along with most of the wood trim around her decks, had been painted in bright red. With her garish red trimmings, and the subtle streaks of crimson running through her sallow-grey sails, resembling burning charcoal in certain light, my men had christened her El Rio Diablo. The dreadful name stuck even after I made the crew paint her all in black for the sake of anonymity.

In her prime, Diablo made an imposing sight. But now she was a poor ship crewed by men who looked like wayward fools or vagabonds. Nothing gold couldn’t fix. I thanked my lucky stars for MacGyver’s pluck and quick-wits in taking Diablo before Dowlin could sink his claws into her.

After we sailed beyond Lock Ryan and entered the Clyde of Firth, Scotland embraced us with sleet, rain and a bracing wind. MacGyver had the men take-in sail when we neared the harbor and as we passed a line of fishing trawlers heading out to sea, Atwood recognized one of his own and waved. And then, through the awful weather, I caught a glimpse of Phantom and I felt my heart flutter.

“There!” I cried out excitedly to no one in particular and pointed.

Ayr’s harbor is too small, and the River Ayr is too shallow, to accommodate large ships. Phantom was the only ocean class vessel in port. She was tied against a wharf along North Harbour Street and though Atwood had warned me about her forlorn condition, I was once again unprepared for the abuse and neglect she had suffered. I saw no life in her. At first, I thought she was covered in ice but as we drew nearer, I realized some fool had applied a thin coat of whitewash over her black hull and masts. My poor, noble ship looked like some hideous apparition dressed in a gown of opaque white with streaks of black bleeding through. And yet, the crude veneer couldn’t hide her quality or her graceful lines.

I would have preferred anchoring Diablo out in the harbor, away from prying eyes, but the harbor was crowded with fishing trawlers and small freighters riding out the dismal weather and so I stepped aside to give MacGyver the wheel as he was the best of any of us at the helm. He gently nudged Diablo in behind the Phantom, then had the crew toss out the mooring lines to secure us to the wharf.

After I paid the harbor master for the privilege of docking alongside his pier, I went to the bow to stand with Atwood and MacGyver to watch the dockmen moving bales of wool and assorted provisions onboard the Phantom. Plainly her master intended to sail soon, which meant we had to move quickly. I sent Atwood and MacGyver into town for a quick bit of in-and-out reconnaissance. When they returned, they greeted me with broad smiles as I met them at the rail.

“What amuses you, my good captains?” I called down from the quarter deck.

“If a bit of piracy doesn’t offend you Mary,” MacGyver offered as the two men stepped aboard and casually made their way towards me, “I predict a happy day ahead on the morrow.”

“Her name is now the Golden Fleece and she sails for Liverpool in the morning,” Atwood added. “I know her master, Jonathan Mackenzie. He’s a good man, a capable seaman. We heard the owner will be onboard. They say he’s a baron. I know him not.”

“That is good, very good,” I said, feeling feisty for the first time in many months. “I look forward to introducing myself to this baron, to this wool merchant who has insulted us.”

Atwood and MacGyver exchanged knowing nods and smiled.

At the break of dawn on the following morning, we pushed our ship away from North Harbour Street in a swirling mist and headed out to sea. Atwood knew the mid-channel buoys well and took the wheel. I stood by his side, quietly watching the topmen brave rigging and footropes coated in ice to set our sails and was grateful I was not with them. Once we reached the Firth of Clyde, the sun burned through the fog and we started cruising lazily around in circles in a light wind, waiting for the Fleece to pass us by.

This was the easy part of my plan. Now we needed to lure the Fleece over to us, close enough to board her without spooking her crew. We didn’t have the speed to run her down and our great guns, eighteen in all, were of no use as we couldn’t risk sinking her, or injuring her crew, men we had no quarrel with. We needed a ruse and so, to the horror of my men, I had MacGyver disable our rudder.

Hunter had taught MacGyver how to play with explosives. MacGyver had blown off rudders before. The crew and I gathered around to watch MacGyver carefully pack black
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