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      “She’s what?” Quinn Callaghan roared into the face of Fitz, the poor pirate who had drawn the short straw to be the bearer of bad news. Really bad news.

      The pirate stepped back a little. “Er . . . uh . . . well . . . Captain O’Malley is plannin’ on takin’ the Malendroke up the Thames fer a meetin’ with Queen Elizabeth.”

      Quinn held her breath a moment to calm herself. “There has to be some mistake, Fitz. She’ll never make it. She knows that. The English will sink her before she gets a quarter of the way there. What in bloody hell is Grace thinking?”

      Fitz kicked a rock into the fire. “She’s thinkin’ that that bastard governor arrested her son and is accusin’ him of treason. The line’s been drawn in the sand, and Grace is takin’ the fight to the bitch.”

      Quinn’s mouth opened but nothing came out. Behind her, the fire crackled and spit, illuminating the darkness of the forest around them.

      “I wouldn’t ha’ come botherin’ ya, Callaghan, but the captain needs ya. The crew needs ya. She’s not thinkin’ right and if ya don’t stop her, she might get the men kilt.”

      “And you lost the draw.” Quinn motioned for Fitz to sit on the log lying in front of the fire. “Tell me everything.”

      Fitz glanced around at the small campsite where the fire flickered in front of a lean-to. “Ya’d rather be here than on the decka the Mal, Callaghan?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Ya got yer reason, I ’spose. Anyhow, Captain’s been drinkin’, cussin’, and tossin’ men overboard ever since ya left. It’s been a long six months without ya, Callaghan. We’ve all suffered fer the loss of ya, but Captain O’Malley is heartsick thinkin’ yer dead.”

      Quinn sat next to him on the log she’d felled and dragged over almost seven months ago.

      Being dead wasn’t her only horrendous lie, and it was more than a simple masquerade. It was a six-year-long deceitful ruse she’d carried on for men who had become her family. However, like all lies, it had eventually chipped away at Quinn until she forgot who she really was. She had lost Quinn Gallagher when she transformed herself into Kieran Callaghan, and she’d suffered because of it. She had become more than just a pirate. She had become a killer of men, and that poisonous truth had slowly seeped into her until she could stand it no more.

      So she’d returned to the forest and her childhood friend, Bronwen, a druid priestess, to heal what ailed her battered and bruised spirit. She came to find balance between who she had been, who she really was, and who she wanted to be.

      And now, here was one of her closest shipmates imploring her to return to the pirate ship that had been her home for the past six years. Here she was staring into the eyes of a man who would have given his life for her . . . and for Grace O’Malley, Pirate Queen.

      Pirate Queen.

      A woman who had been her captain, her friend, her warrior queen, and everything in between. Even after she’d discovered Quinn was not a man, Grace had kept Quinn’s secret and treated her like she always had: as one of the crew.

      As a man.

      And now, Grace was headed for trouble. Big trouble. She was preparing to go right to the heart of Queen Elizabeth’s court, putting everyone Quinn had grown to love in jeopardy.

      “It’s been a long six months for me as well, Fitz. Now, why don’t you start from the beginning and tell me what happened.”

      Fitz stared into her eyes, a slow grin spreading across her face. “Ya been sorely missed, Callaghan. The ship just hasn’t been the same without ya.”

      “I . . . ” Quinn shook her head. Now was not the time. “So tell me everything.”

      Fitz cleared his throat. “After ya left, captain rode us hard—like she was takin’ it out on us. We knew she was missin’ ya, but she’d never admit it to no one. Once ya and Big Red was gone, she just kinda went back to how she used to be, all hard and cold. Losin’ Connor only made it worse.”

      Quinn made a motion for him to speed it up.

      “So we kept takin’ English tolls and fightin’ enna ships we ran across, but nothin’ put a smile back on her face. Nothin’.”

      Folding her hands, Quinn stared down at them awash in unwelcome guilt.

      “Then, two weeks ago, that fuckin’ governor arrested her son, Tibbot, for treason. He’ll swing fer it when they find him guilty. And they will. We are always guilty to the fuckin’ English. Captain is besides herself, Callaghan. They’ve jailed her uncle as well. Both will be dead by week’s end if she fails.”

      “So she decided to sail up the Thames in the hopes of having an audience with a queen whom she’s been robbing from for over a decade?” Quinn ran her hand over her face. “You did the right thing by coming to me, Fitz. When does she set sail?”

      Fitz pushed a rock around with the toe of his worn boot. “That’s just it. She shoved off with a skeleton crew whilst many of us was still at the tavern. She’s barely got enough crew to sail the Mal.”

      “Wait a minute. You’re not the only one left behind?”

      “Nope. Left some of her better fighters, too. That’s what I mean. She’s not thinkin’ straight.”

      “How on earth did you even find me?”

      Fitz looked up at her, half his face in the shadows, the other half illuminated by the fire. “Didja truly think we’d just let ya wander into the woods, Callaghan? Ya daft if ya thought that. We’ve been through a lot together. Side by side. We’re family, aye?”

      Quinn smiled softly at the memory of those mates they’d recently lost. “Aye.”

      “And family don’t let each other disappear. When we heard nothin’, we went to yer woman.”

      “Fiona?”

      Fitz shook his head. “Nah. The tavern wench, Becca. She said she received a message from the priestess sayin’ ya was alive and well but unable to see her ennamore. Ya broke that one’s heart as well, ya did. Bitter, mad, and a wee bit hostile. I’d skirt around her next time yer at port.”

      “As well?” Quinn thought he meant Fiona. “So, you did go see Fiona?”

      “Nah. I meant Captain O’Malley. Ya broke the captain’s heart as well . . . at least, that’s how she’s actin’. I know ya wasn’t lovers, Callaghan, but Captain O’Malley misses ya somethin’ fierce. So with Connor dead, Tavish settlin’ down with his missus, Kwame kilt, and ya gone . . .” He just shook his head. “She’s not about to let that bitch queen take her son. She’s lost so much she’s willin’ to take on the queen in her own house. Ya gotta help her, Callaghan. Ya gotta get to her before she gets herself locked up or worse.”

      The fire popped as if in agreement.

      For a protracted moment Quinn stared into the fire. Her nearly seven years on board the Malendroke with Grace O’Malley had been the most amazing adventure of her life. The freedom she’d felt as a man, the life-and-death moments as a pirate all made life taste so much sweeter than when she was a bored and lonely noblewoman waiting to be married off to someone she didn’t love or even care about.

      Somewhere along the way, Quinn Gallagher had died, and in her place was a Kieran Callaghan, second mate to the notorious pirate Captain O’Malley, Queen of Connacht, clan leader and warrior. Grace was a lot of different people and seemed to manage that well.

      Certainly better than Quinn had.

      Quinn didn’t realize until it was too late that in losing her identity, she’d became lost among the bloody swords and shiny gold. She had, by necessity, plunged a dagger into the heart of her best friend, stolen the ship of one of her lovers, and had killed dozens upon dozens of men on the bloodstained decks of ships.

      When she realized she had lost her way, when she understood her fractured spirit needed healing before she lost herself all together, she’d come to the one place she knew would put salve on her broken heart and help her say a proper goodbye to the woman she once was.

      Bronwen.

      Even as Quinn thought her name, the druid priestess and healer appeared from the shadows.

      “Forgive the intrusion,” Bronwen said softly, “but I believe your friend is not overestimating the importance of getting to Captain O’Malley.” Bronwen’s long, blonde hair hung well past her shoulders, and fluttered slightly in unison with the green robe she wore. “Reckless people make poor choices, and it would seem that is the case for Grace.” Bronwen reached out her hands to Quinn, who rose and joined her on the other side of the fire. “Perhaps it is time. You have done all you can do here, my dearest one. To stay any longer in these woods would be too much like hiding, and I’ll not allow that to happen. You have healed now. It is time for you to get back to the task of living and helping someone you love to see the world rightside up.”

      Quinn gazed into the face of her childhood friend and slowly, imperceptibly, nodded.

      “You initially chose the pirate life for a noble cause. Along the way, the pirate life chose you for the same reason. Embrace that now. And, come what may, know you wear these clothes because this is who you are. Never be ashamed of who you are.” Browen leaned over and kissed Quinn’s forehead. “Stay and make your plans. I shall pack your things and prepare your horse.”

      With that, Browen retreated back to the shadows.

      “She help ya figure it out?” Fitz asked quietly.

      Quinn still had her back to him, her eyes lingering over where Bronwen had stood. “Aye, my friend. That she did. That she did.”

      “Ya ready to go, then?”

      She was. Quinn knew she could not sit by while Grace put so many lives in danger.

      After saying her goodbyes to Bronwen, Quinn mounted her horse, and they rode the horses hard with Fitz in the lead. They had already decided to return to Galway to get the rest of the crew, who had hopefully already secured a second, smaller ship. With a full crew and a smaller ship, they knew it was possible they could make up the time—especially since Innis, the captain’s new first mate, was the one who sent Fitz in the first place.

      “Innis will do all he can to slow the ship down until we can meet up with ’em,” Fitz had said earlier that morning.

      Quinn calculated in her head and figured that unless the Malendroke had come to a standstill, Grace would be at the Thames by the end of the day.

      Once they were clear of the woods and onto a main road, they picked up speed. The horses, breathing heavily, were coated with a sheen of sweat that glistened in the rare morning sun.

      “We have to water the horses!” Quinn shouted into the wind. By her estimation, they’d been pushing hard for a couple of hours or more.

      When Fitz slowed to a trot, she pulled up next to him. “I say we water the horses and then make a push to Galway.”

      Fitz nodded, but as he slid off his horse, he landed spritely on his feet and withdrew his sword.

      Quinn did not hesitate and had hers out before she landed.

      “Highway men?” she asked, standing back to back with Fitz.

      She had her answer before Fitz could reply.

      English soldiers.

      “What have we here?” a tall, lanky soldier asked in English. “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you, boys?”

      Quinn slowly withdrew her short sword as well, wielding the two swords as she’d done countless times on the Malendroke. “We’re just heading back to Galway, mates. We have no quarrel with you,” Quinn said in the flawless English she’d been taught as a young noblewoman.

      The soldier’s thick eyebrow rose in surprise. “An English-speaking pirate? Will wonders never cease?”

      Quinn counted three on her side, and said so to Fitz in Gaelic. He replied with the same.

      Six against two.

      Quinn smiled. Not bad odds. The English were soft. Weak. They were not great fighters. “What I wonder is whether or not you’ll take yourselves away from here in one piece or if we will leave you bloody and bleeding on this filthy road. It’s your choice.” She took her fighting stance.

      The three men facing her took theirs as well.

      By the looks of them, they were green. Unlike Quinn and Fitz, who sported plenty of scars from sword and dagger alike, these soldiers were unmolested by the ugly red welts that every pirate wore.

      Lambs to the slaughter.

      Kieran Callaghan would have run them through without a second thought, but Quinn Gallagher held life—albeit tenuously—in much greater esteem.

      Neither fully existed beneath the clothing or skin of a pirate, which meant that Quinn Callaghan, who stood in front of the Englishmen now, could do only one thing:

      “Then pray to your god, fellas, because not one of you will live to see tomorrow.” Then, in Gaelic she said, “Now, Fitz.”

      Quinn released her short sword, which embedded itself into the chest of the man to her left. Then she pivoted, ducked, and took out the second man’s leg with her long sword. As he went down, she ran him through his stomach while dodging the errant swing of a sword too big and too heavy for the young soldier wielding it. He lost his arm and then his life to Quinn’s blade.

      The fight was over in less than twenty seconds.

      “The governor is bringin’ soldiers to Ireland faster than we can get rid of ’em,” Fitz said, sheathing his bloody sword. “They’re all over Scotland, too. Elizabeth has been steppin’ up the plantation of her people in Ireland, and she’s imprisoned Mary of Scotland.”

      This last bit stopped Quinn’s breath. “What?”

      He nodded. “Ya’ve missed a lot, Callaghan, and the captain seems not at all afraid of who Elizabeth has become. Some say she is the most powerful monarch alive.”

      Quinn pulled her short sword from the dead man and wiped the blood off on his pants. “Christ, Fitz, then going up the Thames might as well be a declaration of war on Grace’s part.”

      He nodded grimly. “Aye to that, Callaghan. Capturin’ her boy on false counts is an act of war to Grace. She’s had enough of the queen’s men houndin’ her and her family. She actually believes she can convince the bitch queen to let Tibbot go.”

      Quickly mounting her horse, Quinn shook her head. “All she is going to achieve is giving Elizabeth another chess piece. Come on, Fitz. We ride until these nags drop.” With a swift kick of her heels, Quinn took off down the road, leaving behind six dead Englishmen and another sliver of her soul.

      When they finally arrived at the Port of Galway, Quinn’s lips were parched, her ass was sore, and her face burned from both wind and sun.

      The Oxtail Tavern, home to many a homeless pirate, was now owned and operated by Becca, a once-lascivious tavern wench and barmaid who had found a benefactor in Fiona Moynihan, Quinn’s estranged lover.

      Well, they were both her estranged lovers . . . just like everyone else was estranged from her since she’d bailed on them. Quinn no longer knew where she belonged, but she knew one thing for certain: she could not just stand by while Grace placed the crew in danger.

      The tavern’s raucous noise could be heard from outside, where they tied up their horses and paid a stable boy to watch over them.

      “The men’ll be anxious to set sail,” Fitz said, rubbing his ass with both hands. “As soon as they pepper ya with questions.”

      “The men, by the sounds of it, will be too drunk to walk, let alone set sail.”

      Fitz opened the door for Quinn. “We’ll see.”

      When her eyes adjusted to the dark, Quinn did not see one familiar face. “Fitz?”

      Fitz peered in. “Well, I’ll be damned. They must be waitin’ on a ship.”

      Quinn turned to him. “Go tell them to prepare to be away immediately. I have a bit of business I must attend to before I join you, but I’ll be there. On that, you have my word, my friend.”

      Fitz glanced over her shoulder and started to back away. “Aye. Besta luck to ya, Callaghan. Ya’ve got a coupla testy wenches to deal with. Me? I think I’d rather face the English.”

      Frowning, Quinn turned back to the inn only to have her face slapped. Hard.

      “Six months? Six fuckin’ months and not one word from ya?” Becca’s blue eyes seared into Quinn’s. “I was told ya were dead. Then I was told ya were alive. I didn’t know what to thnk.” Becca slapped Quinn again as tears filled her eyes. “I thought I meant somethin’ to ya. I thought––”

      “Becca, I am so sor––”

      The third slap was the hardest, and even the tavern’s patrons quieted down to watch the exchange unfold.

      “Ya don’t get to be sorry, Callaghan. Ya don’t get to come in here like ya always have with yer tail between yer legs. Six months without a word. Not one word. Well, ya needn’t waste yer foul breath on me enna longer. I understand now my worth to ya.” Becca angrily wiped her tears away before they fell.

      Quinn looked away and backed out the doorway. Becca followed.

      “If ya found the love of yer life, ya just had to let me know so I could move on. Ya just needed to care, even a tiny bit, to send word.” The tears sprang up once more. “It’s the least ya coulda done fer me, Callaghan. After all I did fer ya over the years, and ya couldn’t give me a little decency? Ya couldn’t treat me with a little respect?”

      Quinn felt her own eyes fill with tears. “Maybe that was my way of letting you go.”

      “Then yer nothin’ but a fuckin’ coward. Even your drunken mates would have treated me kinder. I deserved better. Especially from ya.”

      “Aye. That you did, but I came as––”

      As Becca’s hand shot out once more, Quinn grabbed it before she could land another. “Whoa, Becca. Three is all you get. I understand why you’re so angry, but you need to understand that I was lost. Lost and broken. I had to kill my best friend and watch my other get mangled in the Inquisition. I came back from a shipwreck that cost me everything.”

      “Not everythin’, Callaghan. I’m still here. I’ve always been here.” Becca backed slightly away. “But no more. I cannot be your soft place to land ennamore. I waited fer three months to hear from ya . . . about ya. I could not wait enna longer. I belong to another now.”

      While not surprised, this news felt like a dagger to Quinn’s heart. “I . . . I suspected as much.”

      “What was I to do? Waste my life away fer someone who can’t even send one message telling me she’s okay? Not one. I understand what ya went through, my love. I listened day in and day out fer weeks while yer crew mates tried to collect themselves over the losses they . . . we suffered.”

      “I’m so . . . sorry––”

      “I said ya don’t get to be. Not ennamore. I loved ya, Quinn Callaghan—man, woman, pirate, noble, I loved all of ya, but I willna be an afterthought. I will no longer be yer port in the storm.”

      Quinn blinked back her tears, feeling for the first time, the sting of Becca’s palm against her cheek. She knew no words would comfort Becca or make her feel better, so she said nothing.

      “I’m certain ya’ve found yerself some other woman to pleasure, but it won’t be me enna longer, Callaghan. Not now. Not ever again.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      Becca held her hand in the air. “Don’t want to hear it. I figured ya were either between someone else’s legs or beneath the sea. Otherwise, ya’d at least have gone to Blackrock Castle to help Fiona. I thought fer sure that would have brought ya back to us.”

      Quinn stood a bit straighter at the word Fiona. “Why is she back home? I thought her husband––”

      “This pregnancy has been verra, verra hard on her. Last message I received from her begged me to send ya to her straight away. She is concerned there is somethin’ wrong with her babe.” Becca’s voice softened a little. “That was when I knew ya weren’t comin’ back. I sent word to everraone I knew that Fiona and her babe were in trouble, and even that wouldna bring ya home.”

      “I loved Fiona as best I could, Becca. You know that. But she is not mine to care for. Not anymore. Even if I could help her, I can’t. Her husband would never allow it, nor should he. There is not place for me there.”

      “Since when do you give a rat’s arse what that bastard wants?” Becca quickly held her hand up. “Never mind, I do not wish to hear it.” Opening the tavern door, she motioned to a young man to come to her. “I promised Fiona I would send a message to her if I saw ya before she did. Shall I tell her yer on yer way?”

      “Becca . . . I . . . ” Quinn shook her head. Becca was right. There were no words. “Thank you.”

      And just like that, her relationship with Becca was over.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she watched as the main sail of a ship one quarter of the size of the Malendroke unfurled. So many thoughts, so many more emotions coursed through her as she stared at the smaller ship.

      “I’ll be damned,” Becca uttered. “Yer not goin’ to go to her, are ya?” Becca backed away slightly. “My god. Ya really aren’t.”

      Quinn steeled herself and threw her shoulders back. “No, Becca, I’m not.”

      “Because once again, you choose Grace O’Malley over everraone else.” She kept shaking her head. “I had hoped ya’d changed, Callaghan. Ya haven’t, have ya? Yer plannin’ on goin’ after her even as the love of yer life needs ya.”

      Quinn felt another piece of her heart chip off. “Grace needs me now more than ever. Men will die if she reaches Elizabeth. I can’t allow that to happen.”

      “Then by all means, go to her. Go to her as ya have always done. A woman who is not yer lover and men who are not yer family have always taken first prize with ya, Callaghan. Always have, always will. Only a fool would think fer one second that ennaone else but she sits on the middle of yer heart. Well, my sweet one, I am that fool no longer.” To the young messenger, Becca said, “Tell the good lady that our lover is once again on the high seas with the only true love of her life and to never again think of Quinn Callaghan as ennathing more than a memory.”

      The messenger hesitated, casting a helpless glance toward Quinn, who nodded.

      “Aye. Tell her exactly that. No more, no less.”

      When the messenger was gone, Quinn looked back once more at the smaller ship, which now appeared ready as the remnants of the Malendroke’s crew prepared her to sail.

      “Ya broke our hearts, Callaghan. The least ya could do is tell me who the lucky girl is who stole ya away from us.”

      Quinn thought back to Sayyida, the Moroccan pirate captain whose ship she stole. Then she thought about Bronwen and the many nights they shared under the stars talking the night away. But in truth, it was Evan, Scottish second to a Galloglaigh warrior named Lake, who had captured Quinn’s heart.

      In the end, none of it mattered. None of them stayed long enough to hold her heart hostage. None of them had been enough to lure her away from the sea or the pirate life.

      “The truth is that no one occupies my pirate heart, Becca. Not a single soul. It belongs on the sea—on the deck of a ship, fighting for a free Ireland.”

      Two tears hung on Becca’s lower eyelashes. “Then the transformation is complete. Ya’ve become that which ya pretended to be.”

      Quinn nodded and backed away. “Aye, I truly have. It took a great deal of work to mend the scars put on my heart by a life at sea, but at least now I know who I am.”

      Becca closed the gap. “And who are ya, Kieran Callaghan? Who are ya, truly?”

      “Not Kieran, and please don’t call me that again. I know who I am now . . . who I want to be . . . who I need to be.” Quinn stood and bowed low, crushing Becca in a hug before backing away. “You know who I am, Becca. You have always seen me for who I am regardless of what I wear or how I act. It just took me a little longer to see it.”

      Becca nodded, her face slack with sadness. “And right now, I am seein’ ya fer the person I do not wish to know enna longer. Goodbye, Callaghan.”

      Quinn hesitated a moment before turning to leave.

      “I am so sorry to hear about Connor,” Becca said suddenly. “He was a good man.”

      “That he was.”

      A silence hung in the air between them. At last, Quinn filled it. “You loved me better than anyone, Becca. Better than I deserved. Thank you for that.”

      “And thank ya fer givin’ me the chance to love ya, Callaghan. Ya taught me I deserve better than to be grasped and squeezed by the calloused hands of drunken pirates.”

      Smiling, Quinn started back for the ship when she stopped and turned. “Mind if I ask who the lucky fellow is?”

      Becca laughed. “Ya may not.”

      Quinn nodded and turned back to the ship.

      “Lady Pettigrew.”

      Quinn stopped.

      “Her name is Lady Pettigrew, and she loves me verra well.”

      Slowly turning back, Quinn was grinning from ear to ear. “Seriously? You’re bedding the wife of the ship builder, James Pettigrew?”

      “The one and the same.”

      “Does he know?”

      “She is here. She cares fer me. Does it matter?”

      Quinn shrugged. “I suppose not.” And as she made her way to the small ship, which she now saw was called the Fortune Teller, Quinn couldn’t help but shake her head. The sea was indeed her mistress, and she’d never been happier to get back to her.

      She’d always loved being on the deck of a ship, but this time, as she walked up the gangplank of a ship she’d never been on before, Quinn felt her heart race.

      She’d come a long way since that very first day she cut off her long, auburn locks and donned male clothing. Everything about the pirate’s ways had been so foreign to her, from the way they spoke to the burps, farts, and grunts that passed as communication. They were a mystery to her. To pass as a man was one thing. To pass as a pirate aboard one of the most notorious pirate ships in the whole of Europe was another challenge all together.

      Yet she’d done it. Quite successfully.

      Until she realized she had no idea who she was any longer.

      Now she knew.

      She was Quinn Callaghan, pirate on the high seas, crewman of the Malendroke and second to Captain Grace O’Malley.

      Grace O’Malley.

      Nothing could have prepared Quinn for the likes of that headstrong and powerful woman who commanded ships of two-hundred-plus men. Grace O’Malley was a force to be reckoned with. When England began bringing up the Celtic chieftains and planting English people on large estates, Grace retaliated by exacting tolls on every ship crossing her path.

      It made her and her crew an enemy of the clan—and of the English governor in particular.

      Now Grace was going to plead her case with the only person capable of calling her dogs to heel.

      It was a bad—no, a very bad idea. The English queen, if Grace even got that far, would throw Grace and her crew in the Tower and leave them there as an example of what happens when one goes against the greatest sitting monarch in Europe.

      Quinn had to stop Grace before that happened, but before she could leave the port, she had one final piece of the puzzle to lock in place.

      “Callaghan!” Murphy, the cook, said, crushing her in a bear hug. “Damn good to see yer still alive and kickin’!”

      Quinn hugged him quickly before shoving him playfully.

      “Ya go and get all soft on me?” Murphy teased.

      The rest of the crew, one by one, hugged her, shook her hand, or patted her back. Some did all three.

      At the end of the long line was Logan and One Eye, two of those lucky enough to have survived the shipwreck with her and the nightmarish Inquisition that took the life of her best shipmate, Connor. Logan had survived and appeared on the other end of the island. He had been rescued by a passing ship and had slowly made his way back to Galway separately from Quinn. The others, she and Tavish had managed to save.

      “Glad to have ya back,” One Eye said, clapping his hand on her shoulders. “Ya been sorely missed.”

      “Good to be back. Is there any word from the Mal?”

      He scratched under his eye patch. “Innis told me he’d do what he could to slow her down, but you know how Captain is. Loves the speed, plus she’s in a hurry.”

      “New patch, Eye?”

      “Aye. Leather, it be. Got it off a guy who didn’t live to tell about it.”

      The crew surrounding them laughed and cheered, as was their way.

      Oh, how she had missed this. How had she gone so long away from them?

      “What’re yer orders, Captain?” One Eye asked.

      Quinn studied the awaiting faces of the men. “Captain? Are ya sure?”

      “Aye, we are,” Fitz said. “To a man, we all believe yer the only one fer the job.”

      Quinn felt a burst of emotion ran through her. “If I am to be your captain, then you need to know the truth about me.”

      “We know the truth, Callaghan,” Murphy said. “Ya weren’t really dead. No one believed it, ennaway, but it’s good to know ya made yer way back to us.”

      Quinn blew out a breath. “The reason I was gone, the reason I needed time away, is that I have been living a lie and it is high time I told you all the truth.”

      The men quieted way down.

      “When I came on board it was to find my best friend, Shea. Without your help, she would have suffered a horrible life as a slave. I needed your help but I did not know how to ask for it. I knew nothing about pirating or ships or––”

      “Don’t think we forgot what an amateur ya were, Callaghan!”

      “Yeah, Captain, ya was the worst!”

      They all laughed.

      Quinn held her hands up to quiet them. “I was the worst man on board the Mal because . . . ” She released the ponytail she had grown since she’d left the men and let it fall around her shoulders. “Because I am not a man.”

      The deck went silent. No one moved. No one breathed.

      Then, to her surprise, Murphy started laughing. “Well, thank the fuckin’ stars above ya finally admitted it!”

      Everyone laughed loudly.

      “Didja think we did not know?” Logan asked. “How stupid do ya think we are?”

      Quinn blinked, her mouth open but no words came out.

      “Callaghan, we’ve known since that first day ya got all dressed up like a woman. No man could have pulled that off.”

      “Wait. You knew?”

      “Aye,” Logan answered. “Didn’t seem important. We figured that you’d tell us in yer own time.” He shrugged. “So we let it be.”

      Quinn let her gaze wash over every single face, her heart swelling with more love and admiration for these men that she’d ever felt. Apparently, there was nothing more to discuss. “Well then, fellas, I say it’s high time we get this dinghy moving and see if we can’t make ourselves useful to our captain.” She turned to Murphy. “How are we on grub, Murph?”

      “Enough to weather any storm, Captain.”

      “Excellent. Logan? How does this ship look?”

      Logan stepped forward. Quinn and her fellow survivors hadn’t known Logan was alive until well after they had escaped Sayyida’s clutches. One by one, the survivors of the shipwreck had made the long journey back to the Malendroke or to Galway . . . and one by one, they had begun looking elsewhere for a leader to lead them.

      “She looks fast, Captain,” Logan said. “New rigging, decent masts, trimmed for speed. We’ll reach Captain O’Malley if this ship sails anything like she looks.”

      “Excellent. Well then, gentlemen, I see a great deal has happened since I’ve been away, not the least of which is the imprisonment of the queen of Scotland. Do any of you know where we might find Tavish McGee?”

      All heads nodded.

      Quinn laughed. “Then that’s our first and only stop. We’re gonna need Tavish, some galloglaigh, and our swords sharpened for any fighting we start. Once we get the big Scot, we race for the Thames. Any questions?”

      The men all stared at each other, unasked questions dangling in the air.

      “Spit it out fellas. We’ve no time for false bravado.”

      Logan stepped forward. “I think the crew is wonderin’ if yer here to stay, Callaghan.”

      Quinn looked from one face to the next. Dozens of men wanted to know if they could count on her as not just captain, but as a shipmate.

      “Well, boys, you know all my secrets now. And you know I’m here to keep Captain O’Malley and our crew safe. Now you can know this: I am never leaving again. I belong on the deck of a ship with you ragtag buncha no-goods. If you have chosen me for your captain, then so be it. If you want someone else to lead, I will completely understand. No hard feelings.”

      “I say Callaghan as male or female is the best choice fer us!” Fitz yelled.

      The men all began cheering once more.

      “Ennaone have another name to throw in the hat?” Murphy called out.

      When no one replied, they cheered again.

      “Good. Now, let’s go pick up Big Red and some warriors because trust me, boys, we’ll not get out of England unscathed. If we can reach the Malendroke in time, we might be able to convince Grace that this is a bad idea.”

      “She’ll listen to ya, Callaghan,” came a voice from the back.

      “Aye,” another voice seconded. “If ennaone can talk her into comin’ home, it’s ya.”

      Quinn held her hands up to silence the men. “One thing we can know for sure: if the governor executes Tibbot, Grace will go on a rampage the like of which we have never seen. We cannot allow that to happen. Agreed?”

      The men nodded again.

      “Good. Now, let’s see how fast this dinghy can fly, fellas. I want to see her top speed!” She turned to Fitz and One Eye. “Fitz, the wheel is yours. Eye, yer my second mate. Keep the boys working, but don’t be too harsh.”

      “Aye.”

      When the Fortune Teller hit the open sea, Quinn was surprised by its speed as it cut through the water like a shark fin. It was much, much lighter and faster than the Malendroke, which meant two things: it didn’t carry as much, and it didn’t have as good firepower.

      Standing at the very bow of the ship, Quinn closed her eyes and let the salt air wash over her.

      Oh, how she had missed this.

      There was nothing else like the sea air to rejuvenate one’s spirit. She’d missed it when she was with Bronwen and had been waiting for the yearning, the aching, to end. When it didn’t she knew beyond any doubt that the sea truly was her mistress.

      Becca had understood that, but in the end, even she was unwilling to wait around for Quinn to love her.

      Quinn felt that loss now. That Becca had found and turned to another woman boggled Quinn’s mind. She realized the hubris in thinking she was the only woman Becca could love, that their peculiar bond was special. For Becca to turn to another woman so surely had surprised her. Shouldn’t have, but did. Lady Pettigrew was the antithesis of Quinn—she was soft, gentle, kind, and probably very loving.

      Becca deserved as much, if not from Quinn, from someone else.

      Then there was Fiona. She’d been Quinn’s greatest love and hardest challenge. Married with a two-year-old named Gallagher after Quinn’s real last name, Fiona was the family Quinn would never have. When Fiona’s husband Robert told Quinn it was time to leave, Quinn took her leave, knowing it was the only real option open to her.

      That didn’t make it hurt any less.

      Could she have gone to help Fiona? Of course she could, but it was no longer her place. Quinn could no longer jump every time Fiona was in distress . . . especially once Grace’s dilemma had come to light.

      No, Quinn was certain she’d made the right choice. Grace needed her more. Maybe she always had. And while she and Grace had never been more than friends and shipmates, Quinn’s loyalty to Captain Grace O’Malley was legendary.

      “She’s pretty fast,” One Eye said from behind her.

      “Aye. That she is. Ya really think Innis can slow the Mal without Grace being aware?”

      “Aye. Innis is well aware of what’s at stake, Callaghan, as are the men on this boat. The Thames ain’t easy to just sail. Gonna have to slow her down one way or the other.”

      Quinn waited for him to continue.

      “We live by the sword and we die by the sword, and if Grace O’Malley pulls hers, the rest will follow. We’re not afraid to die, Callaghan. We’re more afraid of living without her.”

      And there it was.

      The real reason why she could so easily choose Grace over Fiona.

      “You think we can quickly find Tavish?” Quinn asked.

      One Eye grinned “Oh, aye. The Scottish bastard sits on the same pier everra day, fishin’. Ya can’t miss him.”

      “Fishing?”

      He nodded. “Aye. The men think he’s waitin’ fer ya to come get him.”

      “Truly?”

      “Aye. What’s an old dog like Tavish gonna do with nothin’ but time? Believe me. He is prolly itchin’ to get back to some kinda action. A man can’t just sit around all day fishin’.”

      Quinn sighed loudly. “Didn’t think I could ever miss anyone as much as I miss that beast.”

      One Eye jutted his chin out at a pier. “And here we are.”

      Quinn turned to look at the pier.

      There sat Tavish, on the far end of the pier fishing. When he shielded his eyes from the sun, he dropped his pole and slowly rose.

      Quinn waved to him from the Fortune Teller. “Avast, ya land-lubbin’ misfit! I understand you’ve been waiting for me!”

      A large grin leapt across Tavish’s weathered face. “Well it’s about time, lad. I was beginnin’ to lose faith in the whole lotta ya.”

      Quinn lowered herself in a small rowboat and made her way to the pier, where Tavish yanked her from the boat and crushed her to his chest. “Well, aren’t ya a sight fer sore eyes, lad?” Tavish stood back, his hands still on her shoulders, and examined her. “Keeping yer hair tied back, eh? Ya look like a real pirate now.”

      “Who ya foolin’, ya lout? I’ve always looked like a real pirate. Now I just look like the female version of me.”

      Tavish tossed his head back and laughed. “That ya do. Ya look healthy. Settled. Calmer. A wee bit too thin . . . but damn, it’s good to see ya.”

      “I had things I needed to sort out, but we can catch up on all of that later.” Quinn looked over Tavish’s shoulder and watched as Maggie, his wife, walked down the dock with a burlap sack in hand.

      Maggie had saved them all by saving the man Quinn called her best mate. Maggie was kind and loving, with the strong shoulders a man needed in a wife. She took no guff from anyone, man or woman, and was incredibly skilled and adept at the art of healing.

      In short, she was a great addition to the family.

      “Married life treating you well, old friend?”

      Tavish nodded. “A good woman is a must if ya wanna be a good man.”

      “And are you now?”

      “I am . . . and damn tired of it, too.” He chuckled, a sound Quinn had truly missed hearing.

      Maggie embraced Quinn tightly. “He better say yes, or I’m afraid he will not be coming with you.”

      Tavish smiled widely. It was the grin of a happy man, and he seemed happier than Quinn ever remembered him being. Maggie was good for him. “Maggie is the best thing to ever happen to me, lad. I couldna be happier.”

      Quinn looked to Maggie, who was shaking her head. “He could be happier, Callaghan, if he could step back on that ship of yours.” Maggie handed the sack to Quinn. “Take him before he drives me to drink.”

      Quinn took the sack. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, love, he’s been going round in circles without you, Callaghan. The man needs something to do. Please. Take the bloke off my hands for a wee bit of an adventure so I can rest my feet a spell.”

      “I’m afraid this is far more than a wee bit, Maggie.” Quinn sat down on the pier and explained everything to them.

      They listened in silence until she was done. When she was finished, Maggie rose. “Well then, what are you waiting for? Husband? I believe there’s a ship out there waiting for you. Go on, now. Get moving.”

      Tavish joined her. “Aye. Sounds like Grace isna thinkin’ with her right mind, so let’s not waste another second, lad.” Tavish turned to Maggie. “I appreciate yer understandin’, me wife, but it sounds like they need me.”

      Maggie kissed his nose. “Of course they need you. Like they need a hole in the head.” She chuckled. “I’ve always known where your heart lies, my love. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      Quinn cleared her throat. “Um, actually, Maggie, we are short-handed on this little ship, and we could sure use a healer with your experience onboard.” Quinn locked eyes with Tavish. “What do you say? You willing to let your wife sail with us?”

      Tavish took Maggie’s hand. “One thing I know fer certain is no one makes decisions fer me wife. If she wants to go, it’s up to her.”

      “I won’t lie, Tavish. This is going to be incredibly dangerous. We’re sailing up the Thames after Grace.”

      “I’d rather die fighting beside my husband than sit around waiting fer ya to deliver his body to me, so if it’s all the same to ya, I’d like to join ya.”

      Quinn had never doubted they would both join her.

      An hour later, the three boarded the Fortune Teller, where they were met with back clapping and huzzahs.

      “Okay, Fitz, let’s get this tiny tub moving,” Quinn called out.

      As the Fortune Teller hit her stride and clipped along at a good, fast pace, Tavish joined Quinn on the bow.

      “Ya look good, lad,” Tavish said softly. “Time in the woods seemed to have helped.”

      Quinn pulled out her telescope and surveyed the horizon. “It did. I had a lot to . . . figure out.”

      “And did ya?”

      Quinn thought for a moment before nodding. “Aye. Bronwen helped me a great deal.”

      “Good. So, tell me ya got a plan and that we’re not just sailin’ after a crazy captain hellbent on gettin’ killed.”

      Quinn lowered the scope and looked at him. A few more strands of grey ran through his orange beard, and the hair at his temples had greyed seemingly overnight, but he was still the man she considered her best friend.

      “I’ve missed you, old friend. Well, I’ve missed all of this.”

      Tavish stared out at the sea. “Aye. There’s nothin’ like this, eh, lad? Us on the water, layin’ her out. Just like old times.”

      “Aye, Tavish. Just like old times.”

      They stood side by side, letting the sea air caress their faces as the ship skimmed across the water.

      Tavish finally said, “So . . . the plan?”

      “The plan is to keep Grace from doing something foolish.”

      Tavish chuckled. “Looks like we’re back to where we started then, aye? Savin’ Grace from herself.”

      Dropping her arm over his shoulders, Quinn matched his chuckle. “Truer words were never spoken, my friend.”
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* * *

      Quinn lit the battered lantern in her small, cramped quarters and rolled out the map on the splintered table against the wall. Studying the map, she traced the Thames with her index finger. It was a winding river that would pass under a number of castles and fortresses meant to protect the English people from attack. Since they were sailing under the Irish flag, Quinn could only hope the English allowed them safe passage. She’d accept safer passage.

      She doubted she’d get it.

      Tensions were running high between Catholic and Protestant nations. While Ireland was definitely the former, her pagan ways were still firmly rooted in her heart. It was only a matter of time before the Catholics and the Protestants destroyed each other. Maybe then the more peaceful ways could come back into being.

      Quinn could only hope.

      As she examined the map, she realized she would have to disguise the ship as a merchant vessel as much as possible in order to avoid suspicion. It would be easier to do with this smaller ship.

      Laying her palms on the table like Grace used to, Quinn stared at the fading map. She knew she’d have to intercept Grace before the second major bend in the Thames river, where one of the fifteenth-century fortresses perched on a cliff overlooking the river. That would be the first wave of attacks on the Malendroke.

      It would be a sitting duck if Grace couldn’t get through the passage swiftly and without taking on too much damage from the attack on high.

      “Damn it, Grace,” Quinn muttered. “You’re sailing right into the line of fire. You know better than this.”

      A knock came at her door. When she opened it, there stood Tavish, the same glint in his eye he always got whenever they were adventuring.

      Damn, she’d missed this old goat.

      The last time they’d been on an adventure, he had set her up in a fight to the death on Sayyida al Hurra’s ship. Quinn and her crew had stolen her ship and made a fool of the female captain, Quinn’s one-time lover. Tavish had been part of the plan, so before he took to land he made sure, once again, that Quinn was safe from adversaries and other villains.

      Such was his way.

      “This ship, fer its size, is clippin’ right along, lad. If the winds fair us and Innis slows her down, we oughtta catch up to her before end of the day tomorra. Best guess, of course.”

      “Of course. Come on in.”

      Tavish had to turn his thick frame sideway to make it through the door.

      “I can see her getting into trouble here, here, and possibly here.” Quinn pointed to each location as she spoke.

      “Might she plan on takin’ to the land? Hell, it would be smarter than a head-on plunge into Elizabeth’s territory by water.”

      Quinn shook her head. “No. She’s going to sail right up to London. She’d never come through the back door. Her pride would never allow her. She is going to see Elizabeth as one queen to another.”

      Tavish sucked his teeth. “This could slide sideways on us, Callaghan. If Grace really believes she is Elizabeth’s equal, that’ll not sit well with that queen.”

      “Indeed.”

      “It’s too bad Mary couldna make her way to the throne. All of this could have been avoided.”

      Quinn placed her hand on his shoulder. “I heard about Mary. I’m so sorry.”

      Tavish shrugged. “We did all we could do, lad, to keep her on the throne. In the end, Elizabeth is just too threatened by her. There’s nothing we could ha’ done to stop that.”

      Quinn nodded. “I know, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. I’m just sorry that Elizabeth felt the need to imprison her cousin.”

      Tavish shrugged. “Monarch politics is far outta our reach, lad. All we can do now is prepare to fight fer the only queen left worth savin’.”

      “Fight. You really think Elizabeth will send more troops into the lowlands?”

      Tavish nodded. “The Border Reivers have been skirmishing fer months. Those men are killers of the worse kind. Many of the galloglaigh won’t fight them because those Reivers care not if they live or die. They live for the dirty fight and the bloody battles.” He shook his head. “Worst men to fight are those who doona care if they live or die.”

      Quinn had heard of the Border Reivers and their masochistic ways, but she’d chalked it up to rumor.

      The rumors were true.

      Those men were hooligans. Monsters of the worst degree. “If it’s a war Elizabeth wants, she’s going to have to take on Scotland, Ireland, France, and Spain. Surely she doesn’t think she can beat us all.”

      Tavish sighed. “I suppose we’re gonna find out.” He studied the map before looking up at her. “Ya want the galloglaigh’s help?”

      The galloglaigh.

      Just the word made Quinn smile.

      The glass, as they were called for short, were Scottish warriors who worked for highest bidder. Mercenary was probably a better term than warriors, but Quinn happened to be in love with a laoch cuidich, a second to one of the greatest fighters Quinn had ever met, so she felt like she understood them better than most Irish did. Lake was the leader of the glass who helped them in the past. He was an extraordinary warrior and tree trunk of a man who bore many a battle scar on his body. His second was Evan, the woman who owned Quinn’s heart. When they had parted ways it was not because they did not care for each other, for surely they did. They had to acknowledge that a fish and a horse could not survive in each other’s world. So, when they parted, it was with a heavy heart and the understanding that if they were ever in the same area, they could seek each other out.

      Of course, Evan and Lake could be in Scotland or Morocco for all she knew.

      Quinn closed her eyes and thought of Evan’s lips on hers, her hands on Evan’s body. Evan was like Quinn in so many ways and nothing like her in others.

      Another woman passing as a man in a very male world, Evan was a brilliant fighter, a beautiful lover, and a loyal friend. Not a day went by that Quinn didn’t think of her or wonder where she was. In the dead of the night, Evan had stolen her heart.

      Quinn wanted it back.

      No, strike that—Quinn wanted her back. Fish and horse be damned, she wanted to be with the little Scot if even for one night.

      But just as there was no place for Quinn in Fiona’s world, there was no place for an Irish pirate in the world of the Scottish mercenaries.

      No place at all.

      So they parted ways six months ago, and Quinn could still taste Evan on her lips.

      Maybe she always would.

      “Lad?”

      Quinn pulled herself from her reverie. “Huh? Sorry.”

      “Ya miss her, aye?”

      She gazed into Tavish’s face. He had always been more astute in reading people than she realized. It always came as a surprise when it shouldn’t have. He had proven his skills time and time again. “Aye. More than I want to. More than I should.”

      He made a rough noise in his throat. “Bein’ out and about on land, I heard a great deal aboot what’s goin’ on. I heard Lake’s men are helpin’ beat back the English soldiers in the lowlands. On the borders.”

      “Oh? So they’re still in Scotland.”

      “Have been since they left us. Scotland needs all the warriors it can get. Elizabeth is makin’ a big push into our lands. For the first time, the glass are workin’ fer our people because they know if we fall to Elizabeth, their days are numbered as well.”

      “So she’s—they are in Scotland. That’s good. I can’t imagine the Scottish people are too happy that Mary’s been imprisoned.”

      “That’s where yer wrong, lad. The Protestants are thrilled Mary was ousted. It’s a strange, strange world when a Protestant queen rules a Catholic nation and her Catholic cousin rules a Protestant nation.” He shook his head. “Mark my words, ya Irish oughtta dig in and fight fer yer independence before she gets her claws in ya.”

      Quinn studied Tavish a moment. He’d been charged by Fiona nearly seven years ago to watch over Quinn. Since then, they’d become more than brothers in arms. He was her best friend and confidante who had withstood torture to protect Quinn and the others. They’d been through a great deal together, the worst of which was that horrific torture at the hands of the Spanish Inquisitors, one of whom brought a hammer down on Tavish’s sword hand in an effort to get him to talk.

      She shot a quick look down at his mangled hand. “How’s that hand of yours?”

      Tavish held up a gnarled hand that resembled a claw. “I can hold a modified dagger with it, but I’m afraid I’ll be a lefty the rest of my life.”

      “Well, you left-handed is better than most men right-handed.”

      He stood a little taller. “Maybe that’s true, lad, but we best not test it. I can still punch a man out with one punch.” He flexed the mangled hand. “And I never feel a thing now.”

      “Good to know. Now, I need you to make sure the men are in fighting condition. I’ve been gone half a year and have no idea what shape they’re in.”

      “I can do that, lad.” Tavish started for the door then stopped and turned. “I ken how men doona care to have a female on board so I appreciate ya smoothin’ everrathin’ over aboot havin’ Maggie on board.”

      “Maggie might not be a fighter, but keeping fighters alive and well is perhaps the more important job.”

      “Aye, but ya and Grace are natural leaders, lad. I ken it, the men ken it, and the rest of the seafaring beasties ken it. My wife? Well, she may not be able to lead, but she can keep a man breathin’.”

      “The men know she saved your life. They know her skills. They’re happy to have another healer on board.”

      Tavish lowered his voice. “Are ya thinkin’ we’re gonna need it?”

      Quinn held his gaze before slowly nodding. “I’m afraid we might, my friend.”
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* * *

      That night, Quinn lay in her bed staring up at the ceiling. Tomorrow, they would be at the mouth of the Thames and inside enemy territory chasing after a woman she knew had only one goal in mind: to exact the release of her son and uncle.

      In that endeavor Grace would stop at nothing.

      And nothing is what she would end up with if she made it all the way to Queen Elizabeth. It was a fool’s mission, and Grace knew it.

      Grace.

      Now there was a woman who would stop at nothing. Only this time, this time, Grace was clearly well out of balance in seeking an audience with a queen who had sent her magistrates to bring Grace to heel––men who had killed one son already.

      One dead son and two years in jail hadn’t stopped Grace from her attacks on English ships. She had made quite an enemy of the English queen.

      And then there was Francis Drake, her arch nemesis. Where was he as Grace made her way toward London and a queen who relentlessly drew countries into the domain of the English crown?

      If Drake was around, Grace stood not a chance in hell. He would do more than throw her in the tower. He would make certain she never saw the light of day again.

      And deservedly so.

      The two of them had a feud that went as far back as Quinn could remember. Grace hated that man with a passion that would stir the dead.

      That’s why Quinn had brought Maggie. If Francis Drake’s ship intercepted the Malendroke, only one ship would live to sail another day. There would be casualties beyond all scope and measure. She would need Maggie if it came to a fight. Of that, she was certain.

      This was how Quinn knew Grace wasn’t thinking right. She was putting her skeletal crew at great risk all for two men. That wasn’t typically how Grace operated. She would have found a way to sneak herself in, but this? This was insanity. Risking her crew’s safety for her son was uncharacteristically irresponsible of her.

      As Quinn’s eyelids started to close, she thought about her choice of coming for Grace over helping Fiona. As much as she loved Fiona, her life, her mistress truly was the sea, and the goddess of that sea was Grace O’Malley. She couldn’t carry guilt around, not aiding a woman who was her past. Their days were over. Her life was with Grace.

      And what about Becca?

      Should she have told Becca the truth all those months ago? That Quinn was broken and needed the only person who could repair the damage done to her soul because of all of the death and destruction, murder and mayhem over the years?

      Becca was better off without her.

      So was Fiona.

      Hell, maybe they all were.

      Where was the place in this world for a woman dressed as a man who loved other women and commanded men?

      Nowhere.

      Where would Quinn wind up when this was all over?

      Rich and alone.

      Oh yes, she had amassed a small fortune in her pirating that Shea, her childhood friend, watched over. Add to that whatever fortune left to her by her father, and she could want for nothing.

      Except the love of a good woman.

      Hell, Quinn would take a not-so-good one at this point.

      No, she’d learned long ago that the life of a pirate was a solitary one. She had no business having anyone wanting her or luring them into her pirate heart. Her mistress truly was the sea and these scallawags her family. It was as simple as that. The women who had loved her had loved her, for the most part, from afar.

      So right here, right now, Quinn released them all. She would not darken their doorstep ever again.

      As she drifted off to sleep, she saw a young girl laughing and running toward her, arms open wide. Standing behind the little girl was Bronwen.

      “It is your destiny, my dearest friend.”

      Then Quinn faded off to sleep.
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* * *

      They were “helped” by a tremendous tailwind that nearly tore the masts from their riggings. On the water, speed often came at a price.

      “Storms comin’, Captain!” One Eye yelled above the wind.

      “Keep pushin’ her, Fitz!” Quinn yelled as she struggled to get to the wheel.

      “Our masts go and we’ll never catch her, Captain.”

      Quinn glanced up at the masts stretched to the limit. “We need additional support up there!”

      Fitz fought with the wheel as he yelled, “I know what yer thinkin’, Callaghan, and it’s a dead man’s trick.”

      A dead man’s trick was when someone went up the netting to secure a mast that was flapping in the wind from being broken. It was a fifty-fifty chance of securing it with all the ropes whipping around in the wind. Most of the time, the person going up would be knocked off the beam by any one of the ropes.

      “I’m the obvious choice!” Quinn yelled back. Her weight and lightness would make it easier to get up to the riggings. After all, she had done this before and lived to tell about it.

      “Yer the Captain fer Christ’s sake! I’ll go!”

      “No, you won’t. You stay here and keep her as steady as you can.”

      The wind was so loud, she could barely hear herself.

      Tavish fought his way up the stairs. “I can see it on yer face, lad, ya canna go—”

      “I’m going! If we don’t secure it and it tears, Grace and the crew are doomed. I won’t have this end before it even begins.”

      Tavish leapt off the bow and landed with a thud on the deck below. He returned with a coil of rope. “Here. Tie one end around ya.”

      Quinn did as he instructed. When she stepped back, he reached over and cinched it tighter. “Okay, fellas, wish me luck!” she shouted.

      Grabbing an emergency rigging kit, Quinn made her way up the ropes like a monkey up a banana tree. The wind was something fierce, and twice it nearly tore her from the netting.

      As she made her way to the mast, Quinn’s eyes began watering from the ferocity of the wind and sea air as it ripped by her face.

      She saw the eyelet barely holding on, and with all her might, she used the kit to create another hole in which to attach a stronger rope. The wind howled in her ears, the cold rain battered her face and hands, but she was determined to fix this mast.

      The ship began dipping into the water now, but she had fixed the sail enough to ensure it would not break free.

      The sail didn’t, but one of the ropes did, and when it whipped around, it caught her across the neck, knocking her off her perch. Down, down, down she plummeted, bouncing off the netting and over the side of the ship into the roiling water below.

      The dark, cold water engulfed her as she fell into the watery abyss, the rope around her taut it dragged her behind the swiftly moving ship.

      Salt water flooded into her mouth and nose as she clamped her eyes shut, her hands clinging to the rope with all her might.

      Hanging onto the rope with her bare hands, she tried to keep her head above water. She knew if she didn’t, all the rope in the world wouldn’t matter.

      She would drown in less than five minutes.

      Suddenly, she opened her eyes and saw she was being hauled closer to the ship. To get her up and out of the water would take a herculean effort. Luckily for her, she had a few heroes on her ship. Soon, she was being pulled out of the water and onto the ship, where she collapsed on the deck on her hands and knees, spewing salt water from her nose and mouth.

      Words were yelled into the wind. Feet thudded about as the crew, her crew, did their best to keep her safe.

      Someone draped a blanket over her shoulders while she sat shivering.

      Someone else handed her shaking hand a flask of whiskey.

      Another man ordered everyone to return to duty, everything was under control.

      Her men.

      Her crew.

      They’d saved her like they always had.

      Tavish knelt down and grabbed her chin with his hand and looked into her eyes. “Ya with us, lad?”

      Quinn shuddered and nodded. “Thanks to you, yes.”

      Tavish stepped aside and pointed to Logan, the largest man on the ship. “Can’t take all the credit, lad. Ol’ Logan here practically pulled you up by his self.”

      Maggie appeared and put her arm around Quinn’s shoulders. “Come on, dear. Let’s get you to your quarters. Can’t have you dying from the cold.”

      Maggie escorted Quinn to her quarters, undressed her and helped her into bed, where she continued to shiver. “That was . . . well, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “And not in a good way?” Quinn’s teeth chattered so much, she wasn’t sure Maggie could understand what she was saying.

      “I mean, those men out there would have jumped in the water to save you. I thought Grace O’Malley reaped loyalty, but that woman’s got nothing over you.”

      “Aye, she does . . . that’s why I took the chance. Without us––”

      “Grace would have been dead a long time ago. I don’t know if she’d still be alive if it wasn’t for you and those boys.”

      “Sure she would,” Quinn said, feeling the damp chill settle into her bones. “She’s Grace O’Malley.”

      Maggie tended to Quinn until she was warmed. Pulling up a stool, she sat next to Quinn’s bed and held her hand. “Let me tell you a story, Callaghan. You just close your eyes and rest a wee bit.”

      “I really can’t . . . the crew––”

      “Will be fine for a spell without you. They are well trained and well led. They will be fine. Now, hush up and let an old woman tell you a story.” Maggie pulled the covers up to Quinn’s chin. “Half a decade or more ago, a wily old Scot found a wayward lad who needed his protection and assistance. After some time, they became like brothers, fighting their way out of one dangerous situation after another. Back to back, they fought, never leaving the other behind.”

      “Never?”

      “Hush. Never. They vowed to live together or die together, but then something happened. The Scot fell in love and married a woman, only to settle down in their home country. But they didn’t settle down inland. No, they settled down near a port where he built a dock that stretched as far as it could go, and do you know why?”

      Quinn shook her head.

      “So he could sit out on it every single day pretending to fish while watching every single ship sail by. Every day, he would trudge out with pole in hand, and every day he would return empty handed.”

      Quinn opened her eyes. “Every day?”

      “No, lad, every single day. Like his new wife wouldn’t figure out what was happening.” Maggie smiled softly. “You see, that Scot missed more than his new mate. The big galoot actually missed the sea. He missed the bond he’d shared with his shipmates. He missed—well, he missed everything. Every day, he came back a wee bit sadder, a wee bit unlived.”

      “So what happened?”

      “His new bride sent a missive to his old friends letting them know where to find him in the event there was ever . . . adventure afoot.”

      “Adventure? You told the crew where you lived?”

      “Of course. My husband was slowly dying inside. I was certain you’d come back his way at some point. I wanted him to be prepared. We worked on his broken hand. I made up chores for him to do so he would stay in good, physical condition, and I made sure he ate well and drank less so when the time came, he’d be ready.”

      “And is he?”

      “Och, aye. He spied your ship’s flag a long way off. Ran down the dock and told me he thought you were coming. It’s why the old Scot was ready.”

      “Because you love him.”

      “No, lad. Because he loves you.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Not like that. No. Big Red is in love with his wife, but he also in love with life at sea. It is that sea which will bring him back to life. I need Tavish to regain that passion, Callaghan. It is why we are here. It is why I bid you now to please take my husband as your first or second or sergeant-at-arms, or whatever title you wish to give him. He needs you, Callaghan. He needs all of this.” Maggie waved her hand in the air. “As surely as he needs the air, my husband needs the pirate’s life.”

      Quinn felt her body shudder then her eyes grow heavy. “I need him, too, ya ken?”

      Maggie chuckled. “Aye, Captain. I ken more than you realize. You get some rest now, Tomorrow will be here soon enough and we’ve got a long stretch of river ahead of us.”
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* * *

      As they rounded the first bed of the Thames, Quinn saw the Malendroke taking fire from above. She had anticipated this, and she knew well that Grace had as well and would have been prepared for such an attack. Still, being prepared doesn’t mean being out of danger, and from what Quinn could see, the Malendroke was in trouble.

      Tilbury Fort hung on the cliff above, its archers firing away. Some of the bowmen shot flaming arrows while others rapidly fired down arrow after arrow at the deck of the ship and the crew upon it. One of the masts had caught fire and Quinn could see through the telescope that the crew of the Malendroke was understaffed and ill equipped to both defend and repair.

      Grace and the crew had sailed into dangerous waters and were not strong enough to pull away from the cliff nor to repel those who were attacking.

      “Hard to starboard!” Quinn yelled to Fitz.

      He stopped and stared at her. “Starboard? Don’t we want to get to the middle of the river?”

      Quinn shook her head. “Get us closer to the goddamned shore!” Then she turned to the crew and shouted at them to get ready to land.

      The crew muttered and mumbled under their breath. They hated the land. Hated fighting on it, hated riding horses on it, hated just about everything that had to do with it.

      “We’re takin’ it to the fort!” she yelled, lifting her long sword over her head. “Those land-lovin’ rat bastards won’t expect to see us on land!”

      The men swiftly grabbed all their weapons and started lowering the boats into the water by hand.”

      “We have to stop them from setting the Mal on fire. We can’t do that from this ship. We have to divide their attention. It’s the only way to give Grace and the crew a fighting chance. If we pull up next to her, we’ll be in the same shape she’s in.” Quinn turned to One Eye and ordered him to drop the boats in the water and go.

      “We’ll wait ashore fer ya, captain.”

      Quinn nodded and motioned for Logan to join her. “Logan, I need you to get the ship out of firing range if those arrows don’t stop raining down on the Mal. Get the ship and crew to safety.”

      “But captain, we aren’t leavin’ enna of ya behind.”

      Quinn threw her shoulders back. “Wasn’t a request, Logan.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Soon, Quinn and thirty of her best fighters were making their way toward the fort.

      She had learned long ago that pirates on land were like a fish out of water. It was, as always, slower going. They weren’t terribly good on horses, they had spatial relation issues with regard to the arc of their swords, and they were not well versed in land combat.

      Still, along the way, they took out two dozen sentries, most of whom appeared surprised to see a bunch of pirates coming toward them on land.

      After they dispatched the twenty-fifth guard, Quinn and her men huddled behind a stone wall almost one hundred yards away from the fort.

      “We can’t get enna closer, Callaghan without drawin’ fire out in the open.”

      Quinn nodded. “We don’t need to attack the fort to win. We need only divide their attention long enough to let the Malendroke sail by.”

      “And us? What about us?”

      Quinn smiled. “We will change out our flag and then swing to the far side of the river. With our speed, they won’t touch us.”

      “And now? What do ya want from us now?”

      “What Callaghan wants,” Tavish growled, is fer ya to stop askin’ so many fookin’ questions and just do what yer told.”

      Quinn inhaled deeply, and nodded to Tavish. “Now, my friend, our plan is to rush this fort and do exactly what I tell you to do and we won’t suffer a single wound.” Pulling her men together, Quinn began outlining the rest of her plan. “Okay, fellas, here’s what we need to do. First off, we need to stay alive. We didn’t come here to lose men before we even get to London. Secondly, we have to get their attention away from the ship. We’re going to do that by shooting off our own flaming arrows and attacking from three different sides. We want to give the illusion of there being more of us than there are. If we attack on three sides, they will have to divide their attention. Fitz, One Eye, and myself will each lead a group of ten. Fitz, take the south wall, One Eye the north, and I’ll take the east.” Quinn tried to settle her gaze on every man as she spoke.

      “Understand, fellas, we’re not trying to win. We are not doing anything except getting them to engage, so there’s no need for heroics. Do ya rascals understand?” She waited until she saw everyone nod. “Excellent. I need each group to have a counter. Once we separate, the counter will count to one hundred. At one hundred we start shooting and can divert them away long enough for Captain O’Malley to get away safely. Are there any questions?”

      One man raised his hand. “Captain?”

      “Yes, O’Leary??”

      O’Leary pointed over the wall. “There’s a hundred or so of ’em chargin’ us right now.”

      Quinn poked her head over the wall and saw men streaming from the fort. Quickly ducking back down, she looked at Fitz and One Eye. “Change of plans, fellas. Fight like we’re on the deck. Stay tight, watch for archers, and take out as many as you can. Ready?”

      “Lead on, Callaghan,” Fitz said.

      Quinn pulled both her swords and inhaled deeply. “I expect to see you all at the end of this. They’re soft English soldiers who sit on high and shoot down from above. Let’s finish this before it begins. Stay tight, watch your flank, and always draw first blood. See you back here shortly.”

      Fitz and One Eye each took ten men and started around the wall, arms drawn, filling the air with loud cries.

      Quinn looked at her men and realized she had Logan in her group.

      “Captain, they’ve got archers moving in behind the food soldiers,” he said.

      “Then they will be our responsibility, right?”

      The men all nodded.

      “Logan, I want you to take these men around the other side of the wall and go for the archers.”

      “Aye. What about ya, Captain?”

      Quinn looked over the wall and watched as her crew cut down the oncoming soldiers. “I’ve got to get closer to the fort.”

      “Why?”

      Quinn looked through her telescope before handing it to him. “Because we have to put those cannons out of commission if the Mal is to get away.”

      Logan looked through the scope before handing it back. “They’re already preparing to fire.”

      “I know. I need you to bring one of those dead soldiers over here.”

      “Aye.”

      Logan was back in thirty seconds, and he dumped the body in front of her.

      “Perfect. Okay, Logan. Go.”

      “Be smart, Callaghan. Our blokes need yas.”

      When Logan and his group were gone, Quinn quickly took the clothes off the dead fighter and put them on herself. Then, she followed the wall as far as she could until she was close enough to get in front of the guards at the gate.

      “We’re getting killed out there!” she said to the men at the gate. “Who are these people?” Quinn’s English was flawless. Not a trace of Irish to be heard.

      “Pirates? Corsairs? I have no idea.”

      “We need reinforcements! They’re wiping us out!” Quinn ran passed the guard and through the half-open portcullis, where she met another Englishman who held his hand up. “Halt. I don’t remember seeing you before.”

      Quinn wiped the sweat from her forehead. “Sure you have. I told the story last night about bedding Blackmore’s sister. Or were you too pissed to remember?”

      The soldier threw his shoulders back. “I was barely drunk.”

      “Then how did the tale end?”

      “I . . . er . . . ”

      Quinn shook her head and started up the stairs. “Yeah. That’s what I thought. Get some help out there, man! We’re getting clobbered!”

      Taking the stairs two at a time, Quinn found herself on the ramps of the main wall where four cannons were currently being primed and loaded to shoot down at the Malendroke. The bindings that held her breasts down itched from the perspiration, and she wished she had just let them loose on the world.

      “Stop right there!” came a deep voice. “You don’t belong up here.”

      “We need help out there! Those are pirates or barbarians or something like that are making their way here!”

      The soldier frowned. “Help? We sent a hundred and twenty-five men out. There should be no need for help. Now get out of here.” When he turned passed her, she pulled her long sword and ran him through. Then she quickly dispatched the two men priming the last cannon. They were far too slow to get to their weapons, and the element of surprise was to her advantage. The second man spun when she slashed him and fell off the front of the tower, screaming on the way down.

      As Quinn righted herself, she saw a dozen archers swing their bows toward her. Ducking behind the cannon, Quinn heard the arrows as they pinged and bounced off the cannon.

      Her exits were limited. She could drop from the front wall and hope to not break a leg. That would be a huge hope, of course. She could go back down the stairs, or she could take a few of these Englishmen out before they could reach her and hope that her sacrifice saved both her men and Grace’s crew.

      “Hold your fire!” a voice commanded.

      The arrows stopped hitting the cannon.

      “Come out. You cannot hope to escape. Come out and tell us who you represent before we toss your hide over the wall.”

      Quinn pulled out two of her throwing daggers and flipped both over so she held a tip in each hand. “Won’t be my hide that goes over!” Quinn yelled. “And if it does, I’ll take a good lotta ya with me!”

      “Don’t be daft! You’re a dead man!”

      Quickly rising, Quinn let both daggers fly. One embedded into the chest of the soldier she presumed was the speaker. The second dagger hit the throat of an archer, who toppled backwards before Quinn ducked back down.

      She’d counted nine archers and both cannoneers.

      “Attack that bastard!” another voice yelled.

      Pulling both swords out, Quinn inhaled deeply.

      There was no getting out of this, and she was pretty certain she wasn’t leaving here alive.

      As she peered over the wall, she could see the Malendroke turning hard to port. One of the masts was on fire and part of the bow was smoking, but other than that, the Malendroke appeared to be making a safe retreat away from the fort.

      Quinn calculated the drop would probably kill her at most, break her legs at least, but she knew she couldn’t stay where she was.

      Suddenly, she heard more bows firing, with their fftt-fftt sound, but the arrows did not hit the cannon she was hiding behind.

      As she peeked up over the cannon, a huge grin crossed her face. Coming up the stairs were Fitz and the others streaming onto the tower ramp, swords flashing and daggers flying.

      It was over before it started; the archers were swarmed upon by pirates who chopped them to bits before tossing them over.

      “Callaghan!” One Eye yelled, looking around for her.

      “Here!” Sheathing her swords, Quinn clapped One Eye hard on the back. “Well met. I was thinking I was gonna have to jump.” Quinn counted her men. “We lose anyone?”

      One Eye shook his head. “Not from our group. I couldn’t tell you about the others.”

      “Then let’s find out. Come on, men. Let’s make sure we’re all going home.”

      All but two were unharmed. One man was bleeding from a thigh wound, another crewman had an arrow protruding from his shoulder.

      The English dead were scattered all around, but the pirates stood tall. They were bloodied and somewhat wounded, but they stood together.

      “We have to get out of here before enna more of them come back,” Logan said.

      Quinn nodded. “The Malendroke has managed to pull away to safety. Her masts caught fire, and it looks like she took a cannonball to the main deck. Other than that, I think Captain O’Malley and the rest of our mates are safe.”

      “Fer the moment.”

      Quinn glanced at One Eye. “Aye. For the moment. At this moment, we need to hightail it back to the Fortune Teller and see if the Malendroke needs any more help.”

      In an instant, they were all out of the castle and quickly back on the small boats and on their way to the smaller ship dwarfed by the Malendroke.

      “She is gonna be plenty angry ya came to save her arse,” Tavish said softly.

      “She can just rub her sore spot then, Tavish, because where she goes, we go.”
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* * *

      Quinn studied the Malendroke through her telescope. The mast was no longer aflame but was still smoking, which was just as bad because it gave their position away and showed them to be enemies of England.

      “How she farin’?” Fitz asked.

      “Fires are out, one mast is down. They’re working very hard on the deck. Grace is . . . well, let me just say her hair is whipping around. I’d say we can catch up.”

      Fitz chuckled. “Ya want me to get closer with ya on the bow?”

      Quinn shook her head. “Raise the Irish flag first. Then I’ll stay out front until she can see me.” Quinn closed the scope and pocketed it before taking her place at the front of the ship.

      “Callaghan?”

      Quinn turned to Logan. “Aye?”

      “Maggie managed to save Gerard, but Sean didn’t make it. The arrow was too close to his heart.”

      Quinn nodded. “How’s Maggie taking it?”

      “She’s a tough one, that old gal, and disappointed she couldn’t save him. She’ll be fine.”

      “Thank you, Logan.”

      “Pleasure, Captain. I, for one, will be thrilled to be back on board our own ship. This little boat may be fast, but she makes me nervous.”

      “Nervous?”

      “Callaghan, we have no means of defendin’ ourselves. If it had been us takin’ a cannonball, we’d be swimmin’ fer shore.”

      This made Quinn grin. “I couldn’t agree with you more, Logan. It’s time for us to go home.”

      Logan studied her a moment.

      “Home, Callaghan? Fer how long? And don’t ya think Captain O’Malley will have something to say about ya comin’ home?”

      “I know it might seem like I abandoned you all, but––”

      “Seemed like it? It’s been six months, Callaghan. Six months. We watched Captain O’Malley spiral down into the darkness. As long as it took me to get back home, I was sure ya made it back before me.”

      “Well, here I am, Logan. I’m back.”

      “Fer good?”

      Quinn grinned. “I belong on the deck of a ship.”

      Logan surprised her by shaking his head. “That is not altogether true, Callaghan. Ya no longer belong on the deck of a ship. Ya should be leadin’ yer own. This last episode kinda proved it.”

      “Leading my––”

      “Ya should captain yer own ship. It is true ya have learned all ya can from Captain O’Malley. Ya have followed her through the depths of hell and into enemy territory time and time again. Even now, as she makes a rather poor decision to take her very well-known ship right into the queen’s bedchambers, here ya are comin’ to her aid once more.”

      “Logan that’s enough. I––”

      “It’s not, though. It’s a truth ya must come to terms with before Grace’s actions cost ya more than ya can pay. Ya are not indebted to her enna longer.”

      “That is enough, Logan. I’ll not have you disrespect Captain O’Malley in my presence again.”

      “I wasn’t speaking as a crew member, Callaghan. I came to ya as a friend.”

      “Then as a friend I will remind you that she is our captain, our leader, and our friend. To that end, she deserves the best from each of us.”

      “Agreed. So do ya. Don’t forget that.”

      Quinn wanted to reply, but Logan was gone before she could say anything.

      The captain of her own vessel?

      The idea was preposterous. This was a temporary solution to a temporary problem. She’d taken on the task several times, but only when Grace or the crew needed it. The idea that it was something permanent was well out of her reach.

      Still, it was nice knowing the men had that much faith in her.

      Now, if only she had as much faith in herself.
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* * *

      “She’s seen ya,” Tavish said, looking through his telescope.

      “How can you tell?”

      “She looked, then lowered her scope, looked again, then dropped her arms to her side. She kens it’s ya, lad, and right about now, she’s tryin’ to decide whether to hug ya or to punch ya right in the face.”

      Tavish folded his scope up, a gift from Maggie the second week he sat on the deck. “Can’t blame her, aye?”

      Quinn lowered her head slightly. “Aye.”

      “Well, ya can go ’round and ’round about the past, or ya can cut it loose and move on.”

      “I guess it’s up to her, aye?”

      “Always has been, Callaghan. The question is whether or not she’s gonna forgive ya. That woman, as ya ken, can have a heart of stone at times.”

      “Aye, she can. I can only hope she has a soft place for me.”

      He chuckled. “Ya’ve always been her Achilles heel, lad. My guess is she’ll be happy as hell to see ya, especially since she and the crew could verra well be at the bottom of the river without ya.”

      “I guess we’re gonna see soon enough.”

      Soon enough came less than an hour later when Quinn, Fitz, Tavish, and One Eye boarded the Malendroke to a hearty round of hugs and claps on the back from their old crew.

      As the sea of men parted, Quinn stood fifteen feet from Grace O’Malley, whose fiery red hair, now with a couple grey streaks, blew in the wind. A tall woman, Grace stood with shoulders back, spine erect, looking like a captain now and not a friend.

      Quinn thought Grace looked tired and worse for wear. She had bags under her eyes, and her face was more angular as if she’d lost weight. She simply looked tired.

      Immediately, Quinn cut her gaze over to Innis, Grace’s first, and nodded once. Innis returned the gesture.

      “So, yer alive and captainin’ yer own ship with my crew?” Grace said coldly, her arms across her chest. She was always a forceful presence; a power emanated through her and around her, but Quinn was not afraid. Grace O’Malley was many things—captain, warrior, queen—but enemy was not one of those.

      “No, sir. Alive, aye, but I am captaining a borrowed ship with your crew in the hopes of assisting you on a dangerous trip through enemy territory that is arguably the worst decision you’ve ever made is why I stand before you right now. We already lost one man trying to assist you.”

      No one moved.

      Quinn kept her gaze on Grace’s and waited.

      “Who?”

      “Sean. He took an arrow at the fort.”

      “That was ya attackin’ the fort?” Grace asked.

      Quinn nodded. “It was us, sir. We came up behind you and took to land as soon as we saw the smoke from the ship.”

      Grace looked up the face of each man who had come with Quinn from the Fortune Teller. “I see. And I suppose ya want a pat on the back fer it?”

      “We want nothing but for our mates to have safe travel.”

      Grace scratched her chin. “I see. We have risked my turncoat crew to assist me unbidden?” Turning to the men standing next to Quinn, she said, “Ya disobeyed my orders. Ya stole a ship. Ya risked the lives of our crew, and yer followin’ the orders of another captain. Tell me why I shouldn’t toss the lot a ya overboard.”

      Quinn blinked slowly. What madness was this? Surely Grace was kidding.

      “Captain, we––”

      Grace cut her off with a wave of a hand. “Not askin’ ya, Callaghan. I want to hear from one of these men why I shouldn’t throw them overboard fer mutiny . . . fer mutiny it was plain and simple.”

      “Mutiny?” Tavish asked, stepping forward. “Have ya gone and lost yer mind since I been gone, Grace? That whole ship of men already risked their lives chasin’ after ya to help yer crew, their friends. They needed a captain and chose Callaghan.”

      “Step away, Tavish,” Grace admonished. “I want to hear from an Irishman.”

      Fitz stepped next to Tavish. “Tavish speaks the truth, Captain. The men had me go find Callaghan in the hopes he could talk ya out of this. Once I––”

      “Talk me out of this? Fer Christ’s sake, man, my son is gonna hang fer treason if I can’t get that bitch to free him. There’s no talkin’ me out of savin’ my son. This is no game, Fitz. This is my family and––”

      “And family sticks together,” Fitz added, stepping shoulder to shoulder with Tavish. “And yer the one who made each of us believe that Callaghan is part of this family, and we sent for her because this risk yer takin’ is unsure and insane. When we realized, too late, that ya’d already gone, we grabbed Callaghan, a ship, and Big Red and cut water to get to the Mal in case this went belly up on ya. Callaghan deserves a pat on the back, sir, fer getting another ship on the water so quickly.”

      Grace unfolded her arms. “Oh, do ya now?”

      Fitz and Tavish nodded.

      “Innis, lock these three in a hold.”

      Innis’s head jerked around. “Sir?”

      “I won’t have mutineers on the deck of my ship. Ya were good, loyal men once, but now? Now I am not so sure. I will not risk my crew or my ship on revolters who can’t even see the errors of their ways or admit their mistakes.

      Quinn stood, dumbfounded. “Grace––”

      “That’s Captain O’Malley to those who do not sail with us.”

      “Captain––” Innis started. “If they hadn’t come when they did––”

      “Are ya questionin’ my orders, as well, Innis? If so, I can make room fer another down below. I won’t have ennaone on my ship questionin’ my orders. Not now, not ever.”

      Innis cut a look to Quinn.

      “Captain O’Malley, I think you might wish to reconsider such an egregious act against your own men.” Quinn laid her hand on the hilt of her sword, unsure if she had what it took to drawn on her old friend. As captain of the Fortune Teller, it was incumbent on her to protect the men Grace was dragging below. Quinn knew she could let that happen. If push came to shove, she would push back. Hard.

      The move did not go unnoticed by Grace. “Innis, take Captain Callaghan below with her men before blood is shed.”

      Innis did not move.

      “Innis?” Grace glared at him. “I gave ya a command.”

      Innis shook his head almost sadly. “I won’t do it, Captain. I’m sorry. These—those men on that ship over there are our crewmates. Men who risked everrathin’ to come after us. We could be at the bottom of this accursed river if it wasn’t fer them. I won’t throw them in the hold. I . . . I can’t.”

      Grace snapped her fingers to a crewman named Beardsley. “Beard—ya are now first mate. Take them below.”

      Beard, a man with a large, mangy black beard, shook his head. “I’m sorry, Captain, but I will not. I have to agree with Innis about these men. They are not our enemy.”

      Quinn could not stand to see Grace lose face like this, so she stepped up to her and said, “Just let us go back to the Fortune Teller, Grace, and you can continue on with your suicide. This doesn’t have to end poorly.”

      Grace replied through grit teeth, “And have ya follow us up the Thames? I hardly think so, Callaghan. I don’t need the likes of ya all trailin’ behind us. I gave these blokes orders, and they disobeyed them. Ya turn that ship around and sail out of my sight and then ya can return to get them from a rowboat. That is my only offer. Ya have ten seconds to consider.”

      Quinn made eye contact with Tavish, who looked helplessly back at her. She released her hilt and threw her shoulders back. “Not acceptable, Captain. Either all of us who boarded return to the Fortune Teller, or none of us do. I’ll not leave my men here in the hold of a ship that probably won’t make it to its destination.”

      Grace threw back her head and laughed, “Yer men? Oh, that’s rich! That’s incredibly rich, Callaghan, that ya think enna of these men would follow ya over me. Well, maybe Big Red here, but as a Scot, he doesn’t count. Fine. Live together, die together, eh, Callaghan?” Grace turned to her crew. “One hundred pieces of gold to the man who tosses this raggedy-ass group into the hold.”

      A meaty fist shot out of nowhere and rocked Grace’s head back so fast, it snapped forward just as quickly, and he fell forward into Fitz’s arms.

      “What in God’s name?” Innis yelled, unsheathing his sword.

      Men started pulling out swords and daggers, as Fitz slowly lowered the large woman to the deck, blood trickling from her nose.

      “Hold yer fire!” Innis yelled, both hands in the air. “We will not fight each other! Do ya hear me? Nor will we lock each other in holds.”

      “He punched the fuckin’ captain, Innis!” someone yelled. “We can’t stand by and do nothin’!”

      Innis sheathed his sword. “It is obvious to me that our captain is a bit touched because of what the bitch queen has done to her family. It is not Captain O’Malley’s fault she is reactin’ this way.”

      “Maybe not, but we can’t have ennaone punchin’ our captain and let ’em live, even if it is Tavish McGee.”

      Quinn held her hand up. “I’ll handle Tavish for hittin’ Grace, but mark my words, gentlemen, if you draw on us, your blood will be spilled on this deck either right now or before you even reach Queen Elizabeth. You know it and I know it.”

      “How do we know yer on our side?”

      “Because I sent fer them!” Innis yelled.

      The crew went mute.

      “That’s what I thought. Listen up, ya buncha meatheads! Obviously, Callaghan and the rest of our crew came to help. So if enna of ya have enna notion of attackin’ then yer gonna have to go through me first.” Innis pulled out his sword once more. “So think hard and fast about attackin’ thems who came to get our arses outta trouble.”

      Most of the crew slowly sheathed their swords.

      “Good. Yer smarter than ya look.” He turned to Quinn. “Now, Callaghan is captain until Grace O’Malley returns to her senses. At that time, Callaghan will give the wheel back to Captain O’Malley, and the two of them will sort the rest of this out, Enna questions?”

      “Aye. Are we still goin’ to London?”

      Innis deferred to Quinn who replied, “Damn right we’re goin’ to London. No one imprisons the warrior queen’s kin and lives to tell about it, right, boys?”

      The cheers were deafening.

      “What about yer ship?” someone asked from the middle of the pack.

      “She’ll sail behind us as planned. This is still not a great idea, and I want to know we have a way out should the Mal take too much fire.”

      There were no more questions, so Quinn saw to Grace being carried to the captain’s quarters, her chest heavy with the wrath of Grace when she came to.

      “We’re gonna have to take care of Tavish, Callaghan,” Fitz said.

      Quinn glanced over at the odd pair: the Scot and the Irishman. “Do what you have to. When she comes to, it’s not going to be pretty.”

      Once Tavish and Innis set Grace on her bed, Quinn sat next to Grace’s bed and wondered how everything had gotten so upside down. On the deck, the look in Grace’s eyes alone told Quinn everything she needed to know. A while ago, Grace had had this wild look about her whenever she saw Drake’s ship. It was almost feral. Feral, ferocious, and frightening. It was not the look of a poised captain under control of both her emotions and her ship.

      The men had probably never seen Grace so scared, so in order to hide it, she had returned to hardened taskmaster, berating, yelling, and getting herself all puffed up.

      It all made sense.

      Quinn had never seen Grace look at her as if she was a stranger, an enemy, and it felt horrible. Still, Quinn understood Grace’s motivation. Seven years ago, Quinn would not have allowed anything to keep her from finding her best friend, Shea, when Shea was abducted by slavers. The fear of never seeing her childhood friend was what drove Quinn to dress like a man and hop on board a ship that plundered and pirated its way up and down the coast. Fear, loyalty, love of family . . . those emotions were what fueled Grace now. Nothing was going to stand in her way. Quinn understood that much.

      The problem with that was there were two hundred men relying on Grace to make good decisions, and this little trek up the Thames was not one of those. Grace had let her fear cloud her judgment to the point of risking everything and everybody.

      Grace’s eyes suddenly fluttered.

      Quinn leaned away from the bed while Grace worked to open her eyes.

      Once her eyes were open, she stared at the ceiling for a moment before slowly rolling her head to one side. Her eyes were hard and cold. “Bloody hell, Callaghan. Have ya lost yer own fucking senses? I’m gonna have to kill him fer this. Ya know that, right?”

      Quinn slowly reached her hand out and laid it on Grace’s wrist. “Grace.”

      Grace lightly fingered her bruised and swollen cheek with her free hand. “Did . . . did that goddamned Scotsman of yers actually…punch me in the face?”

      Quinn nodded twice. “Aye.”

      Grace frowned. “Is he still alive?”

      “Aye.”

      Grace closed her eyes. “No one ran him through for his treasonous act? No one threw his sorry ass overboard fer stiking their captain?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I see.” Many moments dragged by before Grace opened her eyes once more. “Have I lost them, Callaghan? Be truthful with me.”

      “No, sir, you haven’t. Not yet, anyway. They will still follow you, as well I. As well as Tavish, but you cannot seriously view me or Fitz or the rest of us as mutineers. My god, Grace, we took on a fort and gave a life in order to give you time to get clear of the archers. We dropped everything, bartered for a ship, and got here as quickly as we could. You left good men, loyal men behind, and now here they are to help you, and what do you do? You accuse them of treason. You threaten to lock them up. Threaten to kill me. Get your shite together, Grace before you have no crew to command and no ship to call home.”

      Grace kept her eyes on Quinn’s, but they did not flare up this time. They softened a bit. “Ya know, yer the only one alive who can speak to me like that and live to tell about it.”

      “In all honesty, I’d rather not, but you are making some very questionable decisions where the crew’s safety is concerned. It’s my job to remind you when you do so.”

      “Ya think sailin’ to meet with Elizabeth is unwise.”

      “Unwise doesn’t cover it, Captain. You’ve put everyone in harm’s way then wanted to put those who come to help in the hold of this ship. Does that sound at all like the Grace O’Malley your crew follows?”

      Tears filled Grace’s eyes. “He’s my son . . . ”

      Quinn squeezed Grace’s hand. “And they are your family! Not one of those men out there has issue with that. The men are behind you, Captain, as they always are. You just need to remember who you are to them first.”

      Grace wiped tears that hadn’t fallen. “Their captain?”

      “Aye. A captain who doesn’t put them in danger. A captain who acts more than reacts. They need to see you be who they are used to seeing, not a mother acting like a woman leading them.”

      “So what do I need to do?”

      “When they see us standing together on deck, they will know you’re back and ready to sail without revenge or retribution.”

      “Tavish. Ya know I can’t just let that pass. He must pay fer hittin’ me in the face.”

      Quinn handed her a handkerchief which Grace pressed against her nose. “We’ve handled that, Grace. It’s time for us to get moving before we find ourselves facing an English ship.”

      “To?”

      “London, sir. That plan has not changed. Now that we have two ships, we can send the Fortune Teller ahead if you like to take any and all aggression. A skeletal crew mans it now. It’s fast. Hard to hit. We brought the rest of the Mal crew on board.”

      Grace’s left eyebrow rose. “We?”

      “Innis and I. He sent for me and the rest of the crew you left. If you’d rather we––”

      “No, no. Ya did the right thing. As much as I hate admittin’ when I am wrong, I am wrong. I should not have just raced off.” Grace sighed loudly. “Some days, I can’t seem to think straight.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up, Grace. Figure out what you’re going to tell the crew. Be strong. Give praise where it’s due, and remember: to a man, we are each here because it is where we belong, where we want to be.”

      Grace slowly sat up. Her cheek was swollen and changing colors. “I’ve acted the fool.”

      “No. You’ve merely acted like a scared mother, and that is a foreign concept to men. You need only return to yourself, Grace, and they will do the same. You cannot be a mother first. You simply can’t.”

      Grace tilted her head to one side. “When did ya get so smart, Callaghan?”

      Quinn grinned. “I have a good mentor.”

      “Have ya now? Seems ya left her tutelage without so much as a thank ya.”

      Quinn bowed her head. “You’re not the only one who’s made mistakes.”

      This made Grace grin. “I see. Ya wander away, we never hear a word from ya and I can only think somethin’ terrible has befallen my right-hand man. Neither Fiona nor Becca had heard from ya in months, so of course I knew ya were dead.” Grace lowed her voice slightly. “What happened to ya, Callaghan? Where did ya go? Was it the loss of Connor? Is that what took ya away from us?”

      “It was many things, Grace, the most of which was me trying to figure out who I was.”

      “And did ya figure it out?”

      Quinn rose and straightened out her pants. “Aye, Captain, I did. I realize that my transformation was complete. I am now, and shall be for the rest of my life, Quinn Callaghan, pirate. Quinn Gallagher is no more. The noble life is not for me. I am a pirate who loves everything there is to love about pirating and the sea.”

      “It took ya six months to figure that out?”

      Quinn shook her head. “That wasn’t all I had to think about. If I was going to stay Callaghan, I needed time and space to let go of those women who have loved me in spite of the truth. Regardless of who I am or what name you want to call me, I could never give them what they want or deserve. It wasn’t fair to them.”

      “It never is. The sea is our mistress, Callaghan, and we can fight that all we want, but she never lets us go. Hell, even yer Big Scot stares out at the sea beneath his feet.”

      “You saw Tavish in Scotand?”

      “Enna time I sailed by, I pulled out the scope to see him fishing at the end of the pier. The sea has even gotten under his skin, so yer in good company.” Sliding off the bed, Grace adjusted her clothes. “See, the truth of it is, we don’t choose the sea. The sea chooses us. Now that ya’ve learned that, ya can get back to the task at hand.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      Grace opened the door. “What else? To live long enough to get a private audience with the bitch queen herself to get her offa our backs.” As Grace strode out her quarters, she stopped, turned, and leaned back in. “Oh, and Callaghan?”

      “Aye, sir?”

      “I missed ya more than ya could know, and more than I dare admit. Thank ya fer takin’ care of the ones I left behind. I’ll never ferget it. Now, let’s get this crew put back together and make way to London.”
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* * *

      Tavish rose from the deck and wiped his bloody lip with the back of his hand. Above him stood Innis, who addressed the crew. “That’s all he gets fer now. It’s up to the captain what more to do about it.”

      Grace walked out to the deck, “I don’t want none of ya takin’ it out on Tavish. The man knocked some sense into me, which is what I needed. He’ll pay fer it by my handin’ over his share of enna gold from our next plunder, but to me and me only. Are we clear?”

      The crew nodded.

      “Good. Now that yer captain is back and in full swing, things’ll be a bit better. Where are my men, Callaghan?”

      “The rest are on board the Teller waiting for orders.”

      “And Callaghan is back to being my second. Are there enna questions?”

      “What about the Fortune Teller?” someone asked.

      “We’ve got plans fer her, and it’s not scuttlin’ her, if that’s what yer worried about.”

      “She been a good ship to us, Captain,” came another voice from the back.

      Quinn suppressed a grin. Men and their loyalty to ships still amazed her.

      “Then we’ll keep her till we need her no more,” Grace replied. “Are there enna more questions?”

      “No questions here, Captain,” Fitz said. “We’re behind ya like we always been, Captain. That hasn’t changed none.”

      The rest of the crew cheered.

      Grace waited for them to settle before replying, “Good to know, Fitz. I know it might seem like we’ve pinned ourselves against a wall, but we haven’t. Not yet. I’m bettin’ Elizabeth’s curiosity will get the besta her. Trust me, boys. She’ll have an audience with me. Of that, I’m certain.”

      After Grace sent the men back to work, she called Innis and Quinn to her at the wheel. “What did ya think?”

      “I think the men accept you for being human,” Quinn answered. “And sometimes that’s to your benefit.”

      “Human, eh?”

      Quinn and Innis both nodded.

      “Well then, from one human to another, let’s get this ship movin’. The sooner we arrive, the sooner we can leave.”

      Leaving meant taking the Thames as it wound its way through the pastoral countryside dotted with white sheep and the occasional cottage with smoking chimney.

      “Ya been out here fer two hours just starin’ into space,” Fitz said, patting Quinn on the back. “Everrathin’ all right?”

      “It’s a pretty land, aye?”

      “Not as green as Ireland, but aye, I suppose there’s a beauty to it.”

      Quinn leaned on the railing and sighed. “I don’t really know if we have what it takes to beat the English back, Fitz, but the onus is on us to try.”

      Fitz leaned on the railing as well. “The world is changin’ pretty quickly, Callaghan. I fer one don’t know if ennaone can stop Elizabeth.”

      “Not even Grace?”

      “Not even Grace.”

      They stood in silence watching the scenery as they sailed by. Some folks waved, others didn’t even bother looking up. It was peaceful, and Quinn marveled at the calm beginning to settle on her. Maybe it wasn’t just the rolling hills or gentle breeze. Maybe the calm came from feeling settled in her decision to remain Quinn Callaghan. Or maybe it was the result in a shift in attitude from believing herself to be a cold-hearted pirate to understanding that the world around her needed their brand of justice.

      Justice.

      It was the word Grace used to describe the reason she took tolls from passing ships. She did not believe other countries should come to Ireland, plunder her, and then leave without offering something back.

      Justice was something Tibbott would not receive at the hands of the English magistrates. If Grace did nothing, Tibbott would hang for treason. At least this way she knew she had done all she could do to save members of her family.

      Quinn understood that much.

      But what if Elizabeth threw Grace in the Tower? No one escaped the Tower of London. If Elizabeth imprisoned Grace, what then? And how could Quinn prevent that from happening?

      “Ya can’t save her from herself, ya know?” Fitz said softly. “No more stubborn a person I ever met than Grace O’Malley.”

      “I know, but she’s never put the crew in this kind of danger.”

      Fitz looked at her before bursting out in laughter. “Who are ya kiddin’, Callaghan? Danger is the reason mosta the men are here in the first place. It’s why me and my cousins signed on. Ya think we just want to fight and plunder? Well, no. There’s a whole world Grace has exposed us to. We been to Spain, Portugal, France, Morocco, Turkey, and fuckloada islands I don’t remember the names of. We’ve run with queens and princes, have engaged in questionable political plots, and fucked women of every size, shape, and color. In the meantime, we’ve gained brothers, lost brothers, and even watched our Scottish mate get married. We’ve been imprisoned, tortured, chased, shot at, run through, nearly drowned, and yet not one man has quit the Mal since we started. So stop yer whinin’ about Grace puttin’ us in danger. It’s what we were born for.”

      Those were the most words Quinn had ever heard Fitz speak.

      “I stand corrected. Grace has done nothing but put us in danger every single week of our lives.”

      Fitz chuckled. “So why is this enna different?”

      “I guess . . . I guess it’s not.”

      Patting her shoulder, Fitz started to walk away. “We all know the score, Callaghan. Ya need to think like a man sometimes.”

      Quinn turned quickly. “Then why come get me, Fitz, if you aren’t worried about what might happen?”

      Slowly turning, Fitz smiled. “Because ya, my friend, are the safety that balances out her danger. Ya balance her, Callaghan. Without ya, Captain O’Malley would charge head first into the queen of England. At least with ya there, cooler heads might rule the room. It’s the best we can hope fer.”

      When Fitz disappeared down below, Quinn let his words wash over her.

      Oh yes, the adventures they’ve had under Grace’s command had been amazing. Quinn had eaten foods and seen sights even a noble seldom saw.

      But this?

      This still felt slightly off-center, and Quinn could only hope she and her crewmates didn’t live out the rest of their days rotting in the Tower of London.
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* * *

      Sailing past the Old Head of Kinsale and Lands End, Grace easily maneuvered into the estuary of the Thames to prepare to anchor at a bustling port beneath the London Bridge. They had taken on a little fire from two other strongholds, but Quinn had convinced her that engaging was a bad idea and she ought to, instead, just continue sailing.

      The huge mastheads of cargo ships from Belgium, Venice, Bordeaux, and Germany deposited their cargo of silk, carpets, wine, olive oil, pottery, and more.

      The crew was slowing the ship down as it passed Wapping Stairs, only to see the possible fate given to those who displeased the queen. Rotting corpses hung in iron cages over the river’s edge, their stench and most of their flesh long gone.

      “Jesus, Callaghan,” One Eye muttered. “What ha’ we gotten ourselves into?”

      Quinn had just been wondering the same thing. It appeared Elizabeth was not above grandstanding tactics or ruling by fear.

      When Grace pulled the Malendroke into the Port of London, they were met by several dozen of the queen’s guard unit all dressed and prepared for battle.

      “Callaghan?”

      “Sir?”

      “I need yer language skills. I’ve heard she does not favor our language.”

      “Yes, sir. I would imagine she knows it not at all.”

      “Who else should come with us?”

      “Not Tavish, sir. We do not need a Scot in the mix.”

      “Verra well. Me and ya.”

      “Shall I go as a woman, sir? That might disarm her a bit.”

      Grace shook her head. “No. I hear she is incredibly intelligent. We go as who we are.”

      Quinn glanced down at her filthy clothes. “Grace? I don’t believe it benefits us to appear like filthy pirates. I think we would be better off if we wore our best clothes.”

      Grace glanced down at her own attire before glancing back up. “Aye.”

      “And you ought to wear your hair free, sir. I don’t think looking like a woman will be detriment.”

      Grace smiled and wiped her nose with the back of her arm. “Good enough. We change dress and then leave the crew on board until we return. If we are not back in two hours, they must leave without us.”

      Half an hour and several instructions later, Grace and Quinn waited for Innis to lower the gangplank.

      Grace had changed into a billowy white pirate shirt and brown leggings. She wore the nicer pair of her two pair of boots all polished and cleaned. Her red hair, gorgeous by Quinn’s noble standards, hung loosely about her shoulders and cascaded off her neck. Around her waist she wore a green bandana that hung down around her knees.

      For her part, Quinn looked like a young boy in his Sunday finest. Black pants, black boots, yellow pirate shirt.

      Neither wore a sword sheath. Coming court armed wasn’t a very good idea, so Quinn convinced Grace to leave her swords in her quarters. That took some doing.

      “Ready, Callaghan?”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Innis?”

      “Yes, sir. If yer not back by the time ya said, we will shove off. If they attack or try to board us, we will shove off. If the English do ennathin’ aggressive, we are to hightail out of here.”

      “Correct. Do not look back, do not come back, and do not do ennathin’ that would put the crew at risk. Understood?”

      Innis nodded. “Aye, Captain.”

      “Good. Good. We’ll be back, men.”

      As Quinn and Grace walked down the gangplank, Quinn stared down at the men in uniform waiting for them.

      “You ready, Captain?”

      “Aye, Callaghan. When the head guard asks, ya be sure to tell them it is Grace O’Malley, Queen of Connacht, Chieftain of the O’Malley clan and Captain of the Malendroke who wishes an audience with his queen.”

      Quinn winced at the noble label and went so far as to omit it when the guard asked what their business was.

      When Quinn told him who Grace was, his grey eyebrows shot into the air. He obviously recognized her name. It did not surprise Quinn that he did. Clearly, few Irish chieftains had committed so many acts of piracy against the crown, so Grace would be known far and wide.

      “You’re the one they call the Pirate Queen?” the older man asked.

      Grace barely cut her eyes to Quinn, who answered for her in flawless English. “Aye, that she is, and Queen O’Malley requests are audience with Queen Elizabeth at her first convenience.”

      The soldier looked both of them up and down as if measuring their level of threat.

      “We come unarmed,” Quinn said to him, holding her arms out.

      Grace looked over at Quinn but did not raise her arms.

      “Wait here,” he said in English.

      Grace, who had no command of the English language, elbowed Quinn. “Ya find a way to let me know what everraone is sayin’. I hate bein’ at a disadvantage.”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye.”

      When the soldier was gone, Quinn leaned over to Grace. “No use of the word pirate or warrior or even clan chief, sir. Your best bet is to go in as queen equal to her. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      Grace nodded. “Understood.”

      “Do you wish for me to translate when we get our audience?”

      Grace shook her head. “That would make me appear weak, and that we cannot have.”

      Quinn started to ask another question, but the soldier’s return quieted her.

      “Follow me.”

      They followed the soldiers through a couple of dark alleys, a labyrinthine series of passages until they emerged, as if by miracle, in an anterior.

      “The queen will see you now.”

      Quinn nodded. “That was quick.”

      “It isn’t every day the queen receives uninvited monarchs. Her . . . curiosity is piqued.”

      Quinn translated.

      Grace smiled. “Excellent.”

      “Aye. That is most unexpected.”

      When the enormous double doors opened, Quinn’s breath caught. The throne room used for such an audience was opulent and grand, done in whites and golds, with large, open windows with a bright, airy feel that made the woman sitting on the huge throne before them appear almost translucent.

      Queen Elizabeth wore a white dress with lace that travelled up her breasts to her neckline. The material on her arms was also a lace, only it clung almost protectively to her arms. It was similar to the dress Elizabeth wore the first time Quinn saw her.

      But even with the lightness of the dress, it was her regal bearing that dominated Quinn’s glimpse of the English queen. Elizabeth had always reminded Quinn so much of Mary of Scotland. They both carried themselves the same way—shoulders back, spines erect, and intense, piercing gazes. The greatest difference was that Mary had a warmth to her that escaped Elizabeth.

      Slowly rising, Queen Elizabeth kept her blue eyes locked on Grace but gave nothing away by her blank facial expression. As she walked toward them, her dress was both fluid and immobile, as if playing a trick on Queen’s eyes.

      Grace O’Malley stood a hair under six feet tall. Elizabeth was a tad shorter, so when Grace placed her hand between them for the queen to shake, Elizabeth actually had to raise her hand to the Irish queen.

      Quinn held her breath as Elizabeth’s lips twitched. Whether in amusement or irritation, Queen could not discern.

      For her part, Quinn bowed low, like a man would, and Elizabeth, seeing this from the corner of her eye, released Grace’s hand and softly said, “Very interesting.”

      To Quinn’s surprise it was Grace who started the conversation. She did so in Latin—the only language the two queens had in common. How Grace knew this, Quinn did not know. “It is not an easy task being a woman at sea. Callaghan here and I find it necessary to appear as one of the crew in order to earn their respect. We dress the part because we are part of the whole.”

      Queen Elizabeth grinned slightly. “One would think actions earned respect and not appearance.”

      Grace smiled. “Except that men are simple creatures who are easily swayed by one’s outward appearance.”

      To Quinn’s astonishment, Elizabeth laughed a very pleasant and light-hearted laugh. “A better truth was never spoken, Grace. May I call you Grace?”

      Grace wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Ya may. Lord knows I’ve been called worse.”

      Elizabeth laughed again and Quinn could not help but notice the surprise of her own retinue. Apparently, Elizabeth didn’t laugh often, or maybe they just didn’t think she would be laughing at this pirate queen. “Your honest view of the world is refreshing to a woman constantly being told what everyone thinks she wishes to hear.” Elizabeth pulled a fine cambric lace handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to Grace.

      Grace nodded once as she took the handkerchief, blew her nose in it and the strode over to the enormous fireplace and tossed it in.

      Quinn felt the room immediately chill. An intake of breath was all she heard.

      “That was a gift from Her Majesty,” one of the ladies-in-waiting said through grit teeth.

      “It was to be put in your pocket,” Elizabeth said, in Latin, without inflection.

      Grace strode back and replied, “Then we Irish must possess a higher standard of cleanliness, Elizabeth, as one would never deign to carry around a soiled linen in one’s pocket.”

      No one moved.

      Quinn froze, unable to find any words to salvage the disrespectful words Grace had just uttered.

      Then, to the relief of everyone in the room, Elizabeth tossed her head back and laughed again. “Dear me, Grace O’Malley, you hide your true self not at all. I find that so . . . freeing.”

      “As women, we are only as free as we demand to be, Yer Majesty, and I am, as ya can see, quite free.”

      “Indeed you are. Please, have a seat.” Elizabeth motioned to her ladies to set two chairs facing each other.

      Quinn remained standing behind Grace’s chair, mesmerized by Elizabeth and the vibrancy of life she exuded—Mary had once exhibited this same fire, but no longer. Elizabeth carried herself with a confidence and independence of spirit Quinn had not recently seen on Mary. Elizabeth also spoke with a more compassionate tone, where Mary always sounded like she was ordering people even when she wasn’t.

      “Your attire appears so much more comfortable than mine,” Elizabeth noted. “Men’s leggings must feel so––”

      “Freeing? To be unbound by one’s clothes is the first step in attainin’ one’s sense of self. I could no more be bound in that dress than I would wear a boulder for a hat.”

      Elizabeth shook her head and motioned for the wine to be poured.

      “To understanding those so unlike ourselves.” Elizabeth said, touching her ornate goblet to Grace’s.

      “Aye. To findin’ common ground.”

      Quinn stood in muted awe as the two queens drank their wine and started chatting like two old friends.

      She had never seen this coming. At all. Never had she expected the queen of England to show Grace . . . well, so much grace and respect. Here was arguably the most powerful monarch in the world, showing kindness and hospitality to a woman who had, time and time again, lightened her coffers and sent thousands of her sailors to the bottom of the sea.

      Was this a trick of some sort?

      Quinn felt uneasy, and yet she could pick up nothing disingenuous about Elizabeth’s demand. She actually appeared to be enjoying Grace’s company.

      How bizarre was that?

      “Well now, I’m quite certain you did not sail all the way up the Thames to discuss attire. What is it you braved the journey to see me about, Grace O’Malley?”

      Grace took another sip of wine and cleared her throat. “Yer magistrate in my country has leveled very serious and unfounded treason charges against my son, Tibbott. He has also jailed my half-brother in an effort to bring me to heel. Elizabeth—my family, my people, and my country are no threat to ya and yers. All we want is to be left alone in peace, to work the land and care fer our families, not unlike yer people. Tibbott is a good boy. He is not perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but he’s all I’ve got.”

      “Family is so important during these harsh times. I quite understand why you would make such a perilous journey.”

      “It wasn’t so bad as that. I’d eat hot coals if I thought it would free my boy. I may be a queen, a captain, and a pirate, but I am first and foremost a mother.”

      Elizabeth tilted her head as she studied Grace a moment longer than necessary. “It’s no secret that you and your men have been a thorn in the side of my navy for quite some time now. Francis Drake utters your name like a curse, and you have cost me countless ships and hundreds of men. You and I both know I should have you tossed into the Tower for the remainder of your life.”

      Quinn held in her breath. She feared Grace’s ire at the mention of Drake.

      “Yer ships and men must understand that Ireland is not like a virgin waiting for her maidenhood to be taken by yer men. She is a strong, formidable lass who deserves the respect and recognition yer sailors seldom give her. I merely exact payment for their lack of respect.”

      Elizabeth carefully sipped her wine before answering. “I believe I have underestimated you, Grace O’Malley. I was lead to believe you were . . . ” Elizabeth waved her thoughts away. “Nonetheless, I believe you and I can come to an amenable solution to our combined . . . issue.”

      Quinn’s heart beat so hard in her head, she could barely hear the conversation.

      “A solution is all I can ask fer,” Grace said softly. “Yer governors and magistrates have been houndin’ my kin fer over a decade. If ya can find a way to allow my family a peaceful existence, then I would be willin’ to do the same for yer vessels and the men on them.”

      It was a bold move, to be sure, and Quinn had never been more proud of Grace than she was at this moment. Grace’s usual knee-jerk reaction had tempered, and her usual compulsive nature had been tamed.

      Of course, it helped that Elizabeth appeared almost taken with Grace . . . almost as if she respected the pirate queen more than she’d anticipated. The air about the two women fairly crackled with admiration.

      “I believe I can have your son and brother released on two conditions. The first may very well be hard for you to accept, but is imperative if I am not to appear weak.”

      Grace leaned forward. “A woman in our position must never seem weak, Elizabeth. So name yer conditions.”

      “The first is: you must swear fealty to me, renouncing any and all ties with Scotland, my cousin, and the dreadful galloglaigh.”

      Quinn’s tongue felt like a block of wood in her mouth. Fealty to the queen of England? Elizabeth had surely misjudged . . .

      “Agreed. I have little time or concern for the woes of our neighbor or its queen. My only obligation now is to Ireland and kinfolk.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Very good. Then secondly, I’ve been told the Spanish are putting more ships in the water and making their way up your coastline. I want you to turn your ships away from mine and attack, plunder, and destroy as many galleons as you can. When you send Spanish gold and a hundred swords, we shall release your son and brother and tell my magistrates to cease and desist their pursuit of your people”

      Grace leaned back and crossed her ankle over her knew. “Ya want me to plunder and then destroy Spanish galleons lurkin’ along the coast of Ireland.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “You’ll have a letter from me give you a pass through the country. I shall send messengers along the river now to let the ports know to hold their fire.”

      Grace tapped her chin with her index finger. “Any other conditions, Yer Majesty?”

      Elizabeth studied Grace a moment before smiling softly. “Just those two. I must say you are not at all like I’ve heard you to be. It has been a pleasure speaking with a woman fortunate enough to live her life on her own terms. The freedom you must feel when out at sea . . . Your ability to command men with but a word, without having committees and advisors second-guess you must feel . . . ”

      “Powerful.”

      “How do you do it?” Elizabeth leaned forward. “How do you manage to lead without some man telling you what to do?”

      “That’s easy. They who disagree, we toss overboard. I do not suffer mutinists or fools.”

      Elizabeth threw her head back and laughed again. “I’m quite sure you do not.” Rising, Elizabeth motioned to her secretary, who handed scrolls to Grace. “Those will aid your swift passage back to Ireland. It has been . . . far more enjoyable than I ever anticipated.”

      Grace threw back the rest of her wine and rose. “Ya have my word, Elizabeth, and my fealty as well. Ya shall have yer gold, yer swords, and yer proof that the Malendroke plundered and sank at least one Spanish galleon.”

      “Then your family will be forever free of harassment from this throne. If the magistrate does not follow my orders, I wish to be informed.”

      Grace bowed at the waist. “Thank ya fer yer time, Yer Majesty.”

      “Another time, another place, and I believe we might have been friends.”

      “Agreed.”

      As Quinn joined Grace, she had no words for the meeting she just witnessed. She’d gone into the audience with a respect she wish she didn’t feel for powerful monarch and all things English, but she came away from this meeting feeling like she was beginning to understand that Elizabeth was a powerful woman fighting to keep herself and her country alive during violent and volatile times.

      When they were steps from the large double doors, Grace stopped and turned toward Elizabeth. “One more thing, Yer Majesty.”

      “Yes?”

      “If I ever see Francis Drake near my coastline, I will send him and his ship to the bottom of the sea.”

      Quinn closed her eyes.

      They were so close.

      Seconds ticked by.

      Elizabeth’s face gave nothing away.

      Quinn could not breathe. Why on earth couldn’t Grace just let it go?

      So close.

      “You do not care for Francis Drake?”

      Grace shook her head. “The man is an asshole.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “Aren’t they all? I will have a word with him when next we speak.”

      With that, Quinn and Grace walked out of the chambers and back toward the dock.

      “Well, that went rather well, dontcha think, Callaghan?”

      “I’m speechless, sir. I . . . well, I have no words.”

      Grace laughed and threw her arm across Quinn’s shoulders. “Know what amazed me the most?”

      “What?”

      Grace chuckled. “That the English keep snotty linens in their pockets. How disgustin’ is that?”

      With that, Grace and Quinn started up the gangplank toward home, their laughter filling the air.
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* * *

      Most of the crew was drunk before dusk as the Malendroke made its way down the Thames and toward open water. The Fortune Teller, piloted by Innis and a skeleton crew, sailed slightly behind in the Malendroke’s wake.

      Grace had already explained to the crew what had transpired between her and Elizabeth, and Grace gave every man the option of being released from any further obligations to her or the ship.

      Not one man opted to leave.

      “They’d follow you to the depths of hell,” Quinn said to Grace as they stood on the bow with their faces toward the sea. Quinn knew Grace enough to know she was checking the weather ahead, looking for seagulls or changes that would require sail adjustments.

      “That’s just it, Callaghan. I do not wish for them to have to. They are a good crew on a great ship. The Spanish galleons Elizabeth wants plundered will not be so easy to defeat, especially if their intent is to eventually attack England.”

      “You sound worried.”

      “Not worried. Cautious. Philip and Spain make me nervous. It would not behoove Ireland fer us to make an enemy of him.”

      “Then how can we do as Elizabeth has bade us without incurring his wrath?”

      Grace sighed. “I’m thinkin’ we run an English flag on the Fortune Teller. Though she has no capacity to attack, should the Spaniards even manage to retreat or elude, they might report that an English ship was also in the skirmish. What do ya think?”

      Quinn thought for a moment. “I think it’s the best chance we have to make an approach.”

      “The key will be to never allow a galleon to get out of our grasp.”

      “And what of our cannons and arms?”

      Grace ran her hand through her thick mane. “I think we need to add a half dozen more and secure them to the deck.”

      “The deck?”

      “Aye. Since we’ll be sittin’ higher, it will give us a chance to drop some volleys on their deck. That will cause quite a commotion and give us a slight advantage.”

      Quinn bristled at the word slight. It was the first time she’d heard Grace doubt the Malendroke’s fighting ability. “Should we retrieve more fighters?”

      Grace shook her head. “Not more fighters. More arrows and bolts. The fire we took from that fort immediately put us on the defensive. A ship without sails can’t maneuver away. I want our archers to have that fire power as well. In the past, we’ve not used it enough.”

      “We didn’t really have to, sir. Scuttling ships hasn’t been on our agenda.”

      “Not anymore. Don’t worry, Callaghan, things are gonna have to be different from here on out, aye?”

      Quinn closed her eyes and let the air wash over her. She understood just how different things were going to be from here on out. Swearing fealty, a fact Grace had not shared with the crew, would forever alter the way Grace captained.

      “Callaghan?”

      “Sir?” Quinn kept her eyes closed.

      “Evverathin’ is going to be just fine. I know ya mighta been a bit surprised to hear I would agree to her conditions, but that woman is far away, and plunder is plunder, right?”

      Quinn sighed. It was never as simple as that. Surely Grace couldn’t believe that. Fealty to a woman as powerful as Queen Elizabeth meant something. It wasn’t something Elizabeth would take lightly. If she expected Spanish gold and swords from Grace, then gold and swords she would get.

      “Like I said, Captain, the men are behind ya all the way. Spanish gold spends as easily as English.”

      Grace clapped her hand on the back. “That’s what I mean, Callaghan! I knew ya’d understand. Now, can ya keep yer ears to the ground if the crew gets restless?”

      “Aye, Grace. You never have to doubt that.”

      They stood in silence a little longer before Grace bent her head low. “She was somethin’ else, was she not?”

      Quinn grinned. “I think she liked you, sir.”

      Grace chuckled. “Let’s just keep this to ourselves, shall we?”

      “Of course.”

      Grace inhaled deeply. “I didn’t wish to like her, but I found her to be most pleasant company.”

      “And the English?”

      “Can still rot in hell. And ya may quote me on that.”

      “Sir?” Fitz said, pointing to a ship just outside the mouth of the Thames. “I don’t have yer telescope, but I believe that ship out there is none other than––”

      “That bastard Drake!” Grace did not need her telescope to know every contour and detail of the ship of a man she had vowed vengeance against.

      Quinn leapt up the stairs. “Captain––”

      Grace waved her away. “Stow it, Callaghan. Fitz, bring her round, don’t give him a side to aim for!” Grace began ordering the men here and there ,and the ship came to life as every crew member took his place in preparation for battle.

      Quinn watched in silence as the Firsts prepared to board Drake’s ship. The archers reached their bows, and the rest readied themselves for their part.

      All Quinn could think about was Grace’s oath of fealty.

      “Captain––”

      “Not now, Callaghan! I have Drake in my sights, and I’ll not let him go.”

      “You swore, sir. This . . . this aggression is ill-advised.”

      Grace whirled around, fire in her eyes. “Are ya daft? That man nearly fooled me into sinkin’ a ship with all of my crew on board. I told ya what I would do the next time I had him in my grasp.”

      Quinn’s hand shot out and she grabbed Grace’s arm. “I can’t let you do this.”

      Grace fairly sneered at her. “Take. Yer. Hand. Off. Me.”

      “I will not. You are not thinking, Grace. At all. The queen of England just let you leave with your freedom, and less than a day later you’re going to attack an English vessel? Think, Grace! Whatever your feelings, you must not act on them.”

      Grace tore her arm out of Quinn’s grasp. “Drake has had no time to receive notice that we are not to be attacked. I’ll not allow him the first round.”

      “Then let me talk to him.”

      Tavish started forward, but Quinn placed her hand on his massive chest.

      “I could never let ya do that,” Grace said.

      “Of course you can. Can and should. Why risk losing any more than one man? If he blows me outta the water or skewers me when I get on board, then sink him. If nothing of those events happen, then you may be able to spare any and all death. It’s a far better risk than just starting a battle that is certain to cost up lives.”

      Grace glanced over at the ship about two hundred yards away.

      “It’s worth the risk, sir,” Quinn said softly.

      “Fine.” Reaching inside her jerkin, Grace pulled the signed document from Elizabeth out and handed it to Quinn. “If one arrow, one cannon, or one rock is tossed yer way, Callaghan, we’re firing and won’t stop until that rat bastard is at the bottom of the sea.”

      Snatching the scroll, Quinn started down the steps. “I’ll be back in a flash.”

      “Not without me, ya won’t.”

      Turning, Quinn faced Tavish. “Not this time, old friend. This time, it has to be just me.”

      Tavish’s eyes narrowed. “What ha’ ya got up yer sleeve, Callaghan?”

      Quinn grinned. He knew her very well. “You have to trust me, Tavish. I think I have a way to placate Elizabeth and to get Drake off our backs forever.”

      “So . . . yer plannin’ a miracle?”

      Quinn laughed. “Something like that.”

      Quinn wasn’t surprised to find herself standing on the deck of the Golden Hind with Francis Drake coming off the bow toward her.

      “Do you speak the queen’s language?”

      Quinn nodded. “I do. I also speak your queen’s English.”

      Drake grinned.

      He had aged since they last saw him. Aged may not have been the right word. When they first met him he was very green, too arrogant for words, and abrasive as the splintered deck of a ship. Now he wore the manicured facial hair of a respectable captain, bore the marks of too much sea and salt air upon his skin, and had filled out from young man to a more mature male body.

      Quinn had to suppress a grin. He was, in truth, a very handsome blond man with wiser eyes than the boy she’d first met. Of course, that didn’t make her like him any more, but it was comforting to know she was addressing a man and not the man-boy they had first met.

      “Very well, then. We shall conduct this audience in English.”

      Quinn slowly withdrew the scroll from her vest. “Captain O’Malley sent me with a pass we procured from your delightful queen. She fully expects you to honor it or face the wrath of your monarch.”

      This took Drake by surprise; his eyebrows rose before he could mask his surprise. “A . . . pass? From my queen? Surely you don’t take me for a fool.”

      “Actually, I take you for many things . . . that being just one of them. We have just returned from your court and audience with Elizabeth.” Quinn handed him the scroll. “And we struck an agreement with her. This scroll allows us to sail without fear of attack from English ships. Or you.”

      Drake opened the scroll and read it. “This must be a forgery. Surely my queen would never have allowed the infamous and somewhat graceless Grace O’Malley to return to her freedom.”

      “I am willing to return to her court with you and that scroll, Captain Drake, if it would prove to you that it is not a forgery.”

      “It is sir now.”

      Quinn frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “It is Sir Francis Drake.”

      Quinn waved this off. “You English and your titles. Whatever they wish to call you, I am here to tell you if you do not believe me, you may take me and the scroll to your queen. I will go willingly, but I cannot believe she will be too happy to see that you are doubting her decision-making skills.”

      He studied Elizabeth’s signature. “It would have to be a very fine forger. This is her exact signature.”

      “Because it is from her. The question is . . . do you believe what your own eyes tell you, or do you risk her wrath by doubting her decision to allow Grace to remain free?” Quinn held her hand out for the scroll. “It is, of course, your decision, but I think we both know how much Captain O’Malley despises you. Don’t you think you’d already have been fired upon by a captain who would slit your throat so soon as look at you?”

      Drake tentatively handed the scroll back. “True. There is no love between the two of us, but that does not make this true.”

      Quinn placed the scroll back in her vest. “Ask me anything about our audience with the queen. Surely, you’ve been in her white and gold chambers.”

      “Pshaw. Everyone knows that.”

      “Do they also know she carries Cambria handkerchiefs in her pocket or that there is a window facing the garden? Perhaps you’d like me to describe the wine decanter she uses or her jewel-encrusted goblet.”

      Drake raised one eyebrow. “Perhaps you speak the truth after all. My question is why would she free a pirate who has cost her so much?”

      “You can take that question up with her if you wish. Or . . . ”

      Drake’s eyes narrowed. “Or?”

      “Or you could hear the arrangement they’ve made that could benefit you.”

      Drake crossed his arms. “Now you have my interest––”

      “Callaghan.”

      “Well, Callaghan, how could I possibly benefit from Grace O’Malley’s freedom? She has done nothing put pillage and plunder from us since the day she could walk.”

      Quinn told him the conditions, omitting the fealty portion. “If you were to follow us to the coast and watch as we attack a galleon, you could be the one to return to Elizabeth with the plundered gold, the one hundred swords, and the news that Grace O’Malley is keeping her end of the bargain. You must believe we have no desire to anger your queen any further. The Spanish are coming for you, and we can help thin the herd before they strike.”

      “And this benefits me how?”

      “Elizabeth only wishes to have the gold and the weapons. Everything else can be yours.”

      Drake rubbed his bearded chin. “Everything else? Well, now, that could prove to be very profitable.”

      “Indeed. The queen, as you know, never truly knows how much gold you have skimmed over the years. We do not know, nor do we care. Grace O’Malley is no longer your enemy, Captain—er, sir. Your queen has seen to that. To attack her now could very well incur the wrath of your monarch.”

      “Well . . . I suppose waiting and watching to see what the Malendroke does against the Spanish might prove interesting, indeed.”

      “You take the plunder, we sink the ship, you go your way, we go ours. The queen gets her gold and weapons, and you get more to line your own coffers. Everyone benefits.”

      Drake licked his lips. “Benefits, indeed. Agreed. You tell your Captain I agree to reporting back to Elizabeth the successful attack of a galleon, and in return, she is to ensure she’ll never fire upon me. You need not return. Just wave your hands over your head. My man will report when he sees you.”

      “Excellent. I’ll tell her.” Quinn turned and rowed her way back to the Malendroke, where Grace accepted Drake’s terms and continued on her way toward the southern coast of Ireland, unmolested by the only man ever to get Grace’s goat.
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* * *

      “She wants to what?” Quinn fairly yelled in Tavish’s face the next morning.

      “Captain wants to fight the first galleon we come across in order to get Drake off our––”

      “I got that part, Tavish. You mentioned Scotland. What do you mean she wants to go to Scotland first?”

      “She wants to take a small land crew on the Fortune Teller to get word to Mary about why she can no longer aid the queen of Scots. Then she wants to find Lake and let him ken why the glass must stay out of Ireland.”

      “Does she have any idea, any at all about how that will appear if word gets back to Elizabeth that she made a beeline to Mary?” Quinn ran her fingers through her hair with one hand while grabbing her boots with the other. “That woman is going to drive me to the drink, I swear to the goddess.”

      “Aye. She is not thinkin’ the way a captain should, Callaghan, and that makes the crew nervous.”

      Pulling on her left boot, Quinn sighed. “I know. I know, but I don’t know what else to do. She seems hell-bent on double-crossing Elizabeth, and that would be a foolish thing to do.”

      “Agreed. So what’ll we do?”

      “Give me a moment, and let me think about it.”

      A moment was all Quinn needed before she approached Grace at the wheel. “Grace, I think I have a good plan that will accomplish two things.”

      “Don’t need a plan, Callaghan. We have one.”

      “Grace, going to see Mary will bring Elizabeth down on your head and on the heads of your crew, and it will possibly cost Tibbott and your brother their lives. Why would you do that? Why on God’s green earth would you turn right around and do something that appears to go against your truce with Elizabeth?”

      “I’ll not have Mary hearin’ rumors about Grace O’Malley and the Irish pirates turnin’ our backs on her. Reputation is still important, Callaghan.”

      “It’s over for Mary. She is suffering house arrest until the day Elizabeth and her cabinet decide it’s time for her to go. Going to her now––”

      “That’s enough, Callaghan. I didn’t ask fer yer council, nor do I need it. We will engage with the first galleon we come to. After that, we sail to Scotland. Ennathin’ else?”

      Quinn shook her head slowly. “No sir.”

      When Quinn went below to talk to Maggie, Fitz, Tavish, One Eye, and Logan all followed her.

      “Callaghan, what in the hell is the captain tryin’ to prove?” Logan asked.

      Quinn held her hands up. “Hold on, hold on. This conversation is a mutinous one and I’ll not be part of that. At least not while we are aboard ship.”

      “Then what are we to do?”

      “That’s what I came down here for. I want to hear what Maggie thinks.”

      “Maggie?” three voices chimed in together.

      “Aye. She has the coolest head of any of us. I need to hear a different perspective.”

      Maggie wiped her hands on her apron and smiled. “What can I do to help?”

      After explaining everything that had transpired, Quinn waited as Maggie nodded sagely.

      “So you want to know what I think we should do?”

      “Please.”

      Maggie licked her lips. “Our beloved captain believes she can outsmart the most powerful woman in the world. Her hubris may very well put us all in danger. It is entirely possible it might cause Elizabeth to send more people to Ireland. It is our job to make sure she doesn’t do that.”

      Quinn nodded. “Yes. Angering that queen would seem to be a very bad plan.”

      “Then I suggest we take the Fortune Teller to Scotland, leave the Malendroke to go after the Spanish, and kill two proverbial birds at once.”

      No one said a word.

      “What?” Maggie asked. “Which part of that plan are you having problems with?”

      “You think we oughtta take the Fortune Teller back and go to Scotland ourselves?” Fitz asked.

      Maggie shrugged. “It isn’t stealing if it’s yours, and I believe you procured the ship, Callaghan. Correct?”

      Quinn barely nodded, her stomach was in knots over the idea that she would, once again, be turning her back on Grace.

      “My wife has a good plan,” Tavish said. His upper lip was only slightly swollen from Innis’s punch. “Grace made the deal with Elizabeth, not ya, Callaghan. Perhaps the best thing we can do fer Grace is to force her to do that which she swore to do.”

      Quinn caught Maggie’s eye. “What are you not saying?”

      Maggie barely grinned. “You know. A captain’s job is to keep her crew alive. You, my dear, know how to do that. While you cannot take this ship from Captain O’Malley, you can help her save her crew by taking the Fortune Teller to Scotland.”

      Quinn looked at each man in the face. “If we do this, one of you will have to stay to tell Grace what is happening.”

      No one spoke.

      Finally, it was Logan who spoke. “I will stay back. I am not the strongest fighter amongst us, and ya will need the best of us if ya plan on goin’ to the island. The Scots have their hands full of border crossers. Besides, the captain will need an English speaker in case she runs against any.”

      “Good idea. Thank you, Logan.”

      “We all have our role to play, aye, Callaghan?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. Then, come nightfall, we’ll make our way to the Fortune Teller.”

      “What of Innis?” Tavish asked. “I canna see him just turnin’ the ship over to ya, Callaghan.”

      “Not without a word from Grace.” Quinn shook her head. “I trust Innis to make the choice that is best for the crew. He’ll see the intelligence of this and do the right thing.”

      The right thing was easier done than said, as Innis sighed with relief when Quinn and her crew boarded the Fortune Teller. He even volunteered to return to the Malendroke, but Quinn asked him to remain. Grace was less likely to call them all mutineers if her first and second mates agreed that this was the far safer course of action where Elizabeth was concerned.

      “I’ve heard the border skirmishers are more than skirmishes, Callaghan. The English are pressin’ inta Scotland so they can dig in case the Spanish try a land attack.” Innis turned the wheel over to Quinn, who waved him off.

      “It’s been your ship, Innis. I don’t –”

      “Yer a better captain than me, Callaghan. I’d be proud to serve as yer first.”

      Nodding, Quinn replied. “Then first it is.”

      “So . . . what’s yer plan, Captain?”

      “To stay alive, Innis. Always to stay alive.”
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* * *

      By the time they landed and procured horses, it was getting late, and Quinn decided it was safer to sleep by a campfire rather than risk a tavern or crew.

      “Better to slide in quietly and unseen than announce our arrival,” Quinn said as she and Tavish watered and cared for the horses.

      When they got back to the campfire, everyone was asleep except for Fitz, who took first watch.

      Sitting on a fallen tree in front of the fire, Quinn leaned over and stared into the fire. She had no doubt she’d just closed the door to her friendship with Grace by doing this, and this truly was nothing less than mutiny. Even though they’d come upon the Fortune Teller by Quinn’s hand, leaving the Malendroke behind would anger Grace to no end, and she would be forced to wash her hands of them.

      It both broke Quinn’s heart and relieved her at the same time. Grace had become reckless—her decision was not based on what was best for ship and crew.

      Quinn blew out a loud breath. Yet another woman in her life with whom she would soon be parting ways.

      “Doontcha dare second-guess yerself, lad.”

      Quinn quickly looked up as Tavish sat next to her.

      “Grace has lost sight of what’s right—of what’s important. Aye, the boy is her kin, but so are we, and she’s not makin’ safe decisions fer us.”

      “It’s mutiny, Tavish. Plain and simple.”

      “Oh lad, there is nothin’ plain or simple about what we are about to do here. Why do ya think Fitz and the rest offered to join us? Cause they follow their captain wherever they go.”

      “Their––”

      “Lad, when ya saved us from drownin’, when ya did the hardest thing a man can do by killin’ his best friend, and when stole Sayyida’s ship out from under her nose, ya became our captain. Surely yer not surprised by this. I mean, it canna come as news.”

      But it did.

      Quinn hadn’t even really considered herself a real pirate for long . . . but captain? Did she temporarily act like one? Yes. But that didn’t make her one.

      Did it?

      “I can see it does,” Tavish said softly. “Yer a natural leader, lad, as natural as Grace. These blokes snorin’ and droolin’ on themselves would follow ya to the depths of hell and back again. Believe me. They knew the score when they agreed to come.”

      “Our days on the Malendroke are over, though. Do they . . . are they—”

      “To a man, Callaghan. They ken exactly why they are here and not on the Malendroke.”

      “But Logan—”

      “Will come along when this is over.”

      “Whoa.” Quinn turned. “What does that mean?”

      “It means these men ken that Grace willna allow them or ya back on the Mal. Fer better or worse, yer their captain now. Ya canna just walk away Not when everra man lyin’ here chose to follow ya.”

      “Their . . . captain? But I don’t even have a good ship.”

      “Not now, but we’ll get one. We can trade the Teller in with some gold, or we can just take one off the high seas. However ya want to do it, we’re gonna need a crew— a well-trained crew. Innis already claimed first mate. Make Fitz yer second, and let’s start collectin’ pirates and fighters alike.”

      Quinn had no words. Mutiny was one thing. Starting her own ship and crew . . . well, that was entirely different story all together.

      She run a pirate ship?

      Looking down at the softly snoring One Eye and the loudly snoring Innis, Quinn suddenly felt the weight of what it of what it meant to be a captain of a ship. These men had placed their faith and their Fate in her hands.

      And there was no going back.

      “As fer the Malendroke, Murph will want to come with ya.”

      “I won’t decimate her ranks, Tavish.”

      He smiled. “See? Yer already thinking like a captain. I say we pick up Logan and Fitz’s cousins, and leave it at that.”

      “I’m not ready.”

      “Don’t matter, lad. Get ready. Take on some of glaigh if ya want, but start thinkin’ like a captain – like a leader of men who deserve yer best.”

      She turned back to the fire. “This…this is a lot to swallow, Tavish.”

      “Not really, lad. Ya been leadin’ fer a long time, whether ya kenned it or not. Men ken a good leader when they see one. Yer one. Accept it and start thinkin’ into the future. They’re yer family – our family—after all. We take good care of each other.”

      “And Grace? Who takes care of her?”

      He patted Quinn’s back as he rose. “We do. It’s exactly why we are here right now, aye? To protect the oath she swore to Elizabeth?”

      Quinn sighed once more. “I suppose it is, but she won’t ever see it like that.”

      “She wouldna see ennathin’ the right way until she gets her son free. Ya made that possible much sooner by enlistin’ Drake’s help.”

      “But he can’t be trusted.”

      “Which is why we sent a messenger to Elizabeth in the morning explaining yer conversation and what she should expect from him upon return to court.”

      Quinn nodded. “You’re brilliant.”

      “Nah. Just more politically astute since I married Maggie.”

      “She’s good for you.”

      He chuckled and nodded. “That she is. Actually, she is just plain good all over. I love her mightily. My hand is far more usable because a her.”

      “That and you’ve lost some stones.”

      “She says I need to eat better…whatever that means.”

      “Well, old friend, you’ve never looked healthier.”

      As Tavish moved forward, he said over his shoulder, “It’s not from what I’m eatin’ or not eatin’, lad. It’s from the company I keep, and in all honesty, I wouldna even wanta be ennawhere else than here. With ya.”

      When Tavish disappeared into the darkness, Quinn watched the fire lick at the sky and listened to the occasional pop and crackle.

      Her?

      A captain?

      Suddenly, her life took on a very strange turn.
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* * *

      When dawn came, Tavish knelt in the circle of men and explained their situation. “Border Reivers are those maraudin’ Englishmen who try to cross the border into Scotland, where they rape, pillage, plunder, and murder Scotsmen in their sleep. These are hollow men with no morals, no alliance, no conscience. We Scots have been beatin’ them back fer months, but they are getting’ craftier and more violent.”

      “And that’s where we’ll find the galloglaigh?”

      Tavish nodded. “Word has it, most of the glaigh in Ireland and England have returned to Scotland in order to repel the Reivers.”

      “But the glaigh are mercenaries, Tavish,” Fitz said. “What have they to gain from helpin’ at the borders?”

      “Plenty from those families hiring near it. Trust me, lad, we’ll find Lake’s people at the borders or somewhere near it. The Reivers are a formidable opponent against our friends the glaigh. They fight dirty, they torture, maim, and take hostages. They are as vile a creature that has ever lived. Rumor has it Elizabeth culled the prison fer the worst of the worst of ‘em, and they grew mightily.

      Quinn had seen the galloglaigh fight often, and they were a definite force to contend with. They were trained warriors who could sneak up on you and slit your throat or drive one of their 10 foot pikes through your chest. They were fearsome warriors. If the Reivers were that formidable, then they would have to exercise caution as they moved through the lowlands of the border territory.

      “The last word I got from my friends at the border was that Lake’s clan had been seen a couple of times takin’ out Reivers from the back, but they could be enna where by now.”

      “Then I think we ought to send half of us to tell Mary about Grace’s deal. The rest of us will make our way to the border to find Lake and tell them not to return to Ireland. Ever.”

      “I say ya and Tavish make yer move to the border. I’ll take the rest to where Mary’s bein’ kept, and see if we can get word to her that she can no longer expect help from Grace O’Malley or the Irish.”

      Quinn caught the eye of every man in her small group before replying. “That’s a solid plan, Fitz, but I want one of us to stay here at camp. This is where we will rendezvous when we are through before returning to the ship. I’ll not have us scattered about like leaves in the wind. Once our respective tasks are complete, we will meet here and the return to the ship.”

      “And then what? If ya don’t mind me askin’,” One Eye asked.

      “I don’t mind at all, One. Once we return to the Fortune Teller, we take her to a woman I met a while back—a trader of plundered goods. Let’s see if we can’t get us a ship we’d be proud to sail.”

      Quinn waited.

      It was Innis who spoke first. “Callaghan, ya have to know we’re with ya. We all agreed that we’re goin’ wherever yer wind take us, so ya don’t have to worry about it again. Ya just tell us what we need to do and we’ll do it.”

      “Thank you, Innis, but you understand—”

      “That Grace will call us traitors? She might and she might not. Truth is, Callaghan, Tibbott did exactly what he’s been accused of. Kin or not, Grace needs to rethink her position and stop makin’ decisions based on blood alone . . . especially if her blood is doin’ things that might cause us to lose ours.”

      “Aye,” Fitz added. “Takin’ ya all up the Thames was lunacy. Many of the men lost faith in her. Had ya not come along when ya did, we mighta burned to the bottom of the sea.”

      “Face it, Callaghan,” One Eye said. “Fer better or worse, we choose ya. We believe in ya. The only real question is, do ya believe in us?”

      Quinn nodded. “With my very life.”

      “Good. Then ya lead. We’ll follow, and let’s be done with Scotland and her queen once and fer all.”

      One Eye remained at camp while Innis and Fitz rode off toward Mary, and Tavish and Quinn rode toward the border.

      They rode in silence most of the way, each with their own thoughts.

      For her part, Quinn struggled with the notion of being a traitor to a woman who had been incredibly good to her. Grace had been more than her captain and friend—she’d been Quinn’s confidante and mentor. Still, Grace had changed. She was, in all honesty, acting like the worst expectations men had of a woman, and there was simply no place for that when hundred of lives were on the line and expecting her to make sound decisions. She was a great captain, a good friend, and this was how Quinn would repay Grace for her kindness and education? By leaving and taking some of her best crew members with her? It made Quinn sick to her stomach.

      “Grace isna the only woman yer gonna need to say goodbye to, lad. I hope yer ready fer that.”

      “You speaking about Evan?”

      “Aye. I ken yer feelin’s run deep fer Lake’s laoch cuidich, but yer loyalty is to Ireland and these men. Grace swore an oath of fealty to Elizabeth. Make no mistake that what Elizabeth heard was that Irish pirates will no longer aid Mary or attack English ships. Grace’s oath was not merely for Grace, and we canna come back to Scotland. Surely, ya understand that?”

      “I do. I just hadn’t expected to even see Evan here.”

      “No? Wherever Lake goes, so goes she, aye?”

      “Aye, but I can’t stand the thought of her being out among those Reivers if they are as bad as you say they are.”

      “There’s plenty to be had workin’ fer the border folks, Callaghan. They have land, sheep, and other goods. They’ll pay handsomely fer protection.”

      “Aye, but the border is a long one. We need only get word to any glaigh that Ireland is no place for them and to send a message to Lake to that effect.”

      “And what of Evan? What of yer feelins fer her?”

      “I’ve come to the conclusion that my feelings for a woman aren’t necessarily in anyone’s best interest. Fiona, Becca, Grace, Evan—hell, even Sayyida have not benefited from being loved by me. Evan will be better off with her love, and I will be in mine.”

      “And where exactly, is yers, lad? Ya do seem to spread yerself a wee bit thin.”

      “On the water, Tavish. On the sea with my crew, my friends, my family, and I’d be pleased to have you and Maggie join us.”

      He chuffed. “Ya will have to talk to the missus about that. Ya ken how I feel about ya and the sea. If Maggie will join us, ya ken I’d never turn it down.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have that conversation with her when we return.”

      “I’d like that, lad. I have to admit—I’ve missed it.”

      “And it has missed you, old friend.”

      After two hours of riding, Tavish’s maximum time astride a horse, they stopped at a river to water the horses.

      “Getting close to the border, lad. No more talkin’ unless it’s in Scottish. No need to let folks ken yer not one of us.”

      “Indeed.”

      As Quinn started to mount her horse, there came a loud rustling of the bushes followed by a loud yelling and hands that grabbed her and threw her from her horse.

      “Tavish!” she yelled as she fell to the ground.

      “Reivers!” he yelled before being punched in the mouth. Several men jumped on Tavish and started beating him about the head. “Run, lad!” he yelled in Scottish before one of them knocked him out.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Quinn said in English. “Please. I am an emissary here on the orders of Queen Elizabeth.” Quinn reached into her jerkin and pulled out the scroll. “This gives us safe passage to––”

      A hand shot out and punched her in the mouth. Quinn crumpled to the ground, squeezing the scroll tightly in her fist.

      “Piece of Irish shit,” One of the men said as he grabbed her by her jerkin and yanked her to her feet. As he did, his hands inadvertently brushed against her chest.

      “What . . . what have we here?” he said, tearing Quinn’s jerkin and shirt open to reveal the bandage she wrapped around her breasts to keep them flat. “Well, I’ll be . . . she’s a woman.”

      “Not a chance,” one of the other Reivers said as he stepped forward. “You’re right, Simon. He’s got tits!”

      The rest of the Reivers crowded around her.

      “I got first crack at her,” one of the bigger Reivers announced.

      “Uh, Uh. We roll for it, just like last time.”

      Quinn stood frozen. Only Tavish’s slight movement made her react.

      If he came to and saw that these men knew she was a woman, he would most likely get himself killed trying to defend her. She couldn’t have that.

      “There’s enough of me to go around, fellas.” she said in perfect English, “but more of those dirty Scots will be comin’ along and there’s more of those than there are of you.”

      The English Reivers looked at one another before one said, “Harold, take her with you. We’ll roll for a ride when we get back to camp.”

      The large man named Harold threw her over his horse on her belly.

      Quinn had never felt more exposed, but at least she was able to draw them away from Tavish.

      They rode for quite some time, and Quinn tried to get a look at her surroundings as they clopped along. At least they didn’t ride hard. She would still be close to Tavish, her only real hope of getting out of this alive.

      She did not, however, expect to get out of it intact.

      From what she could tell, these marauders worked from the shadows picking off anyone who happened along their path. She counted eight on horseback and figured there might be half of that, or more, back at camp.

      Her sense of calm surprised her.

      Perhaps it was because she knew Tavish was still alive. Or maybe her fear had yet to bubble to the surface. Whatever the reason, Quinn was already trying to figure her way out of this.
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* * *

      They tied her to a tree so she was sitting with her arms behind her. A tent next to her had a man standing guard at it. A small fire was now being stoked, and the men who had attacked her were coming back to camp after caring for their horses.

      The man named Simon squatted down to talk with her, his eyes like a wolf’s in the night. “So . . . what are you, exactly?” He flicked the buttons of her shirt. “A women dressed like a man is an unnatural creature. You spoke English to us, but I believe you are not that. You were on a horse, but by your clothing, you are clearly a pirate. Before my men use you like a tavern whore, we’re curious to know what it is you are.”

      Quinn studied his eyes. They were the eyes of a man dead inside. Then she let her gaze travel to his large hands and thick fingers.

      Only then did she begin to feel the onset of fear.

      Men like these barbarians thrived on fear. It was fuel for them that upped the mayhem and destruction they enjoyed delivering. She would not give them that fuel.

      “What I am is an ally of your queen who will be very displeased to hear that you and your men paid her passage letter no heed.”

      He smiled a grin full of rotting teeth. “Not every Englishmen follows that Protestant bitch queen. We are the followers of the true religion. Her little letter to you means nothing to us.”

      Quinn shrugged. “Then who or what I am is of no consequence.”

      He locked his head. “Wait. You’re Grace O’Malley, aren’t you? Sure you are! Irish pirate dressing like a man. What is it they call you? Scourge of the Seas or some such nonsense.”

      “Or worse, but no. I am not she.”

      Simon rose. “Of course you are. The men will be quite pleased to learn they are going to fuck a wanted queen pirate.”

      “Be sure to also let them knew I’ve been to many, many exotic locations and bedded men from all over the world. It is entirely possible that whatever it is that causes itches and rashes can be transferred to any man foolish enough to risk it. I’m sure they’d wish to know what they are going to put their peckers into.”

      Simon slowly rose and ran his hand across his face. “I didn’t take a Celt clan chieftain to be such a whore.”

      “And I didn’t expect Reivers to be so desperate to bed a woman.”

      Simon stared at her a moment. “You’d best have a rag in your mouth when we move you to the tent. No one wants to hear about how raggedy your pussy is.”

      “Good enough to fuck but not good enough to talk about? You Englishmen are such inhibited pussies.”

      Simon walked away, muttering curses at her. She could only wonder if he would share with them what she’d told them.

      She doubted it.

      Quinn would have to get herself out of this, and the first step would be to loosen the ropes that bound her.

      Connor had once shown her how to get out of hemp bounds by tightening against them then loosening. Tightening then loosening. Quinn did this repeatedly as the men drank, caroused, and rolled the dice.

      She was their trophy, and they were going to drink and be merry before stumbling over to their prize to have their way with her.

      Stretch.

      Release.

      Stretch.

      Release.

      Quinn felt the rope become looser on her wrists until she could work her left hand out of her bonds.

      Once her arms were free, she took off into the woods, arms churning as fast as she could go. She had no idea where she was going. Dusk had fallen, and she was running blind.

      And then she smelled the horses and realized her mistake.

      She’d run right into their horse tie-up where surely one of them stood guard.

      She couldn’t stop now. No, she had to just keep churning her arms and legs even as the horses snuffled and stamped their feet.

      As the branches whipped across her face, Quinn heard footsteps behind her.

      Still, she pushed forward.

      But her legs were getting fatigued and she knew she’d have better luck if she turned and fought.

      So she did.

      The look on her pursuer’s face was priceless as Quinn started for him, her fist connecting with his temple.

      His head rocked back but he remained standing long enough to deliver a blow to Quinn’s throat.

      She dropped to her knees, pain radiating down her throat, tears springing into her eyes.

      Her attacker kicked her in the chest, and she fell to her back, barely able to breathe.

      He stood over her and unbuckled his belt. “Looks like Lady Luck is on my side. I didn’t have to play no dice to get first crack at ya.”

      Quinn rose up on her elbows, her breathing labored, her throat throbbing, but even through her watering eyes she could see the enormous member of the man in front of her.

      “This is gonna hurt like hell,” he said, stroking his member. It seemed to come alive and grow in his hand. “You gonna take your pants off or do I have to do it for you?”

      “Fuck you,” Quinn growled. “I’m not making this easy on you. You want it, you’re gonna have to fight me for it.” Now on one knee, she held her fists out in front of her.

      “First things first, whore. I’m gonna shove my cock down your throat, just to shut you up.”

      “Do it and I’ll sever it from your body.” As Quinn tried to get to her feet, he backhanded her with his free hand. She fell to her side.

      Grabbing her by her hair, he put his semi-hard dick near her face. “Open up, bitch, and suck me.”

      Quinn glared up at him, her mouth still closed.

      Grabbing her chin, he was forcing her mouth open when a spear shot through his chest. He looked down at it in disbelief.

      “Who’s sucking now, fucking bastard?” Quinn grabbed the spearhead and pulled it through him, killing him before his knees hit the ground.

      When she looked up, she expected to see Tavish. The spear was of the galloglaigh, so she knew it was a Scottish warrior.

      She hadn’t expected it to be Evan.

      “Evan?”

      “Ya gonna lay around all day, ya silly Irishman, or what?” Evan flew into Quinn’s arms and helped her to her feet. “We canna dally here, Cap. The others will be here shortly.” Helping Quinn to her horse, Evan boosted her up then mounted the horse.

      “Where’s . . . Lake?”

      “Lake went with your men to see Mary. He felt his presence would make Mary believe in the message. I told him I was comin’ here instead. Told him my lover might be in trouble. He understands. He . . . understands everrathin’ actually.”

      Quinn’s eyebrows shot up. “Everything?”

      “Aye. Awhile back I told him how I felt about ya—what ya meant to me. Told him I fell in in love with a bloody Irishman. He chuckled and said he wasna at all surprised. Said he kenned it long ago—that I was different after meetin’ ya.”

      “Different how?”

      “Calmer. Happier. He said there was a joy he’d not ever seen from me. Joy. I wasna even sure I’d felt that before ya.”

      Joy. Quinn knew exactly what that feeling was like. She’d felt it that first time she and Evan had made love.

      Evan had brought joyful magic to her heart that lingered there like jasmine in a cool breeze. She knew she’d missed her little laoch cuidich, that she could not wait till that day she would hold her again, but it wasn’t until she saw her that she realized how much she had longed to be with her.

      “Not a day goes by I don’t think of you, Evan. And sometimes, in a day, not an hour goes by that I don’t see your beautiful smile. I have missed you so much. So very much.”

      Evan snaked a hand around Quinn’s waist and kissed her gently on the lips. “Aye. When I heard ya were at the border, I kenned I had to see ya—that I might not ever get the chance to do so again.”

      “But how did you ever find me?”

      “Two stolen horses to start. Follow that with askin’ about a thick Scot with a pretty boy, and it was fairly easy.”

      “Those . . . those Reivers . . . ”

      “Are devils on earth, love. They are sick and evil men not interested in enna crown or money. They are usin’ the times to act out their impurities and to release their evil spirits. They are demons, Cap.” She visibly shuddered. “The things they would ha’ done to ya.”

      Quinn felt a chill run down her spine. “You reached me just in time.”

      “Not the first time either, eh?” Evan grinned and kissed Quinn again. “We’re bound, ya and me. Not just by love, either. By so much more.”

      Quinn leaned back into Evan. She’d never felt softer or gentler than she did at this moment. “Thank you.”

      “It’s what we do fer each other, Cap. Ya and me? Not many like us. Our love? Uncommon, but not as they say, unnatural. Lovin’ ya is as easy as breathin’ . . . and just as necessary.”

      “And boy, am I glad of it.”

      “I got just one question for ya.”

      “Aye?”

      “Is it true ya took the Moroccan queen’s ship right out from under her nose?” Evan laughed. “Ya steal more than just hearts, aye?”

      Sayyida.

      The Moroccan pirate Quinn had bedded before stealing her ship. The act had almost cost Quinn her life at the most, her friendship at worst. It was a transgression Sayyida should not have overlooked. In a way, she didn’t, but these captains must save face if anyone ever pushes back. Taking her ship had been more than a push back. It was a complete and total disregard for her position.

      “Did ya love her, too?”

      Quinn shook her head. “No. Not like this. Not like us. I did care about her, but not as much as I cared about my crew. I did what I had to do to save us.”

      “Then that is all that matters. A galloglaigh or a laoch cuidich understands that we make no judgment on ennaone who protects their people.” Evan lightly kissed Quinn’s neck. “No judgments. I’m just glad I got to ya in time, Cap.”

      Quinn turned and lightly brushed Evan cheek with the back of her hand. She was the softest thing Quinn had ever touched. “So am I. So where are we heading?”

      “As far away from the border as we can. It is different gettin’ through here when––”

      Suddenly, their horse rose up, front legs kicking at the air. Evan held on to the reins with one hand while Quinn slid off, landing firmly on her feet in the fighting stance the galloglaigh had taught her on board the Malendroke what felt like a lifetime ago.

      Eight men came out from the bushes, swords and bows drawn. One sent an arrow through the neck of the horse, which Evan leapt from, sword drawn.

      “Cap.” Evan tossed a short sword to Quinn, who caught it by the hilt.

      “Going somewhere?” the shortest Reiver said in poor Gaelic.

      Evan stood back to back with Quinn. “I have five over here,” she said in Scottish.

      “Three.”

      “Good odds.”

      “For whom?”

      “Are those the same men?”

      Quinn looked at their faces. “No.”

      “I say we attack first. My left to yer right. Stay on yer feet. As long as we stay on our feet, we’ll get out of this okay. When this is over, ya better marry me.”

      “Stop yakking that ugly language,” one of them said in English. “My God, I’ll slit your throats just so I don’t have to hear it any more.”

      Quinn didn’t think she heard what Evan had said right, but she did not have time to ask as the archer raised his bow and pulled back the string.

      He would have had them dead right then, but end over end her sword flew until it embedded in his chest. Without a weapon, she now had to wait for the two in front of her to come to her.

      Behind her, all she could hear was the clanging of swords and the grunting of the men swinging them.

      “No sword, no knife, not even a fucking spoon,” one of the Reivers said in English.

      “And I’ll still kick yer arse into tomorrow.” Readying her stance, Quinn waited until the one on the left got close enough for a leg sweep.

      When the galloglaigh taught them the special way the Shaolin monks fought, most of the crew thought it ridiculous. Bronwen had convinced Quinn of the value of this kind of fighting, and she’d made her practice it daily.

      She would make Bronwen proud.

      When he went down on his back, Quinn chopped him in the neck, took his sword, and ran him through with it.

      However, in doing so, the sword got caught between his ribs, and before she could pull it out completely, the second Reiver pierced her side with his sword.

      Quinn went down on one knee, Evan’s warning echoing in her head.

      Grabbing the sword, she pulled herself up on it to the hilt, where she punched the incredulous Reiver in the throat before driving her elbow into his heart. As he fell backwards, she painfully pulled the sword from her side, gripped it with both hands, and plunged it into his chest.

      Turning, she realized Evan was in trouble. There were too many men coming at the little cuidich. As Quinn rose, the world went hazy and she lost her balance. Down she went on top of the still legs of the man she just killed.

      Reaching to her side, she felt the warm blood as it oozed onto her fingertips. “No.” The last image she saw was Evan fighting desperately to stay alive.

      Then all at once, the foggy grey edges slowly changed to black, and Quinn wondered briefly if she would open her eyes or see Evan alive again.
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* * *

      Her eyes fluttered open. A beautiful face before her. Then they closed again.

      Quinn could hear her heart banging within her head. She winced at some pain in her side. Had she been stabbed? Think, Callaghan. What is wrong with your side?

      The question fell away as she returned to slumber.

      Hands touching her gently. Soft voices whispering to her, around her, over her,

      A song gently filling her ears.

      The scent of meat lingering in her nose.

      She’d smelled that aroma before.

      When?

      Where?

      Why couldn’t she open her eyes?

      More unanswered questions as she felt her body go slack once more.

      A familiar voice. How many hours or days had she lain here without opening her eyes? Where was she?

      That aroma of mint.

      More song in the space between life and death.

      Quinn struggled to open her heavy eyelids. Come on, Callaghan. You’re a fucking pirate who has killed dozens of men, and you can’t even open your goddamned eyes.

      “ . . . one more day. She needs one more day.”

      Her body felt not at all like her own as she drifted back to sleep.

      Morning birds singing.

      Humming near a crackling fire.

      Quinn focused all her energy on opening her eyes. It took a herculean effort . . . that word . . . she’d used it before . . . but about what? What and whom?

      Her eyes fluttered open.

      “She’s awake. Keep her awake, or there will be hell to pay.”

      That voice. She knew that gravelly voice well.

      “There will be hell to pay if she moves around prematurely. She is a fast healer—almost magically so. I wonder––”

      “Doona wonder. Just keep her alive and awake.”

      Tavish?

      Yes.

      No.

      Wait.

      He’d not been with her, right?

      No.

      He was, then wasn’t. Right?

      The haze in Quinn’s head remained, clouding fact from fiction, blurring the line between reality and perception.

      She’d been run through, yes? She focused on her side. Yes. Run through and bloody. They must have left her for dead.

      Wait.

      Who were they?

      Ah, yes, Reivers had attacked her and . . . Tavish?

      No, that couldn’t be right. Tavish hadn’t been at the Reiver camp with her. It was . . . It was . . .

      “Evan!” Quinn’s eye popped open now, and she struggled to get up.

      “Easy, Callaghan. Do not undo all of the work I’ve done to keep you alive, or you will wish you’d have stayed in your dark slumber.”

      The face in front of hers was beautiful, with clear sapphire eyes looking into her own. The face was framed by long, red locks that seemed to have a life of their own.

      This woman was not Evan.

      Quinn struggled to sit up. “Who . . . ”

      The woman gently pressed her chest back to the bed. “I am Gillian. A healer. Your friend Tavish sought me out. Good thing, too. You were dying from your wound.”

      “Tavish?”

      “Aye, lad. Right here. Ya gave me an awful scare. When I found ya, ya looked dead. Ya lost a lotta blood. Gillian here is a Mistress of Healing. Best in the lowlands. How ya feelin’?”

      Quinn assessed her physical condition. “Sore. Weak. I have to get up, Tavish. The Reivers . . . I think they killed Evan. Last I saw––”

      “If they did, she wasn’t among the dead. I checked everra body for life. She wasn’t there, lad.”

      A cold fear gripped Quinn’s heart. “If she’s not dead . . . ” She struggled to sit up once more. “How long have I been here?”

      “Two nights. Gillian gave ya somethin’ fer sleep so she could repair yer wound.”

      “Thank you.”

      Gillian nodded. “The sword went through muscle, but I do not believe it did any damage to anything important. Loss of blood means loss of life, and it will take a while for you to get your energy and life essence back.”

      “I don’t have a while. Not while Evan is out there in the hands of those Reivers.” Her eyes filled with tears as she turned to Tavish. “You don’t know what they’re capable of . . . what they wanted to do to me.” Two tears rolled down her face and she impatiently wiped them away.

      Gillian placed a hand on Quinn’s wound and closed her eyes. “I have repaired your injury, but should you try to ride, you will tear them open. I have a salve on it now to keep the angry heat away, but you mustn’t strain yourself or you will not be able to help your friend.”

      Quinn sniffled. “I can’t lie here and do nothing. Tavish, you know I can’t. And won’t.”

      Tavish nodded and addressed Gillian. “Callaghan will sneak out at night and hurt himself tryin’ to get away. He’s gonna do what enna man would do whose woman was taken.”

      Gillian frowned. “He? I’m sorry. I don’t think I understand.”

      Quinn chuffed. “The men are more comfortable with the words they used before I told them I was a woman. I just let it go. It matters not to me one way or the other.”

      “I see. Well then . . . it appears I am going to need to offer you a better patch than the one on you now.”

      Quinn’s eyes watered again. “I thought you’d try to stop me.”

      Tavish barked a laugh. “Stop ya? Ya? Are ya kiddin’ me, lad? I’ve kenned ya long enough to ken when one oughtta move outta the way.” Tavish moved closer to the bed. “But Gillian is right about ridin’. Ya canna be enna help to Evan if yer dead or dyin’ of fever.”

      “I need you to find Lake.”

      “Had a feelin’ that’s what ya’d want.”

      “I know you don’t want to leave me, Tavish, but even if I were healthy, the two of us can’t take on a camp full of Reivers. We need help.”

      “If I can find other glaigh, I’ll bring them first.”

      Quinn shook her head. “You do that and anything happens to Evan, Lake will never forgive us. You must bring him.”

      Tavish ran his hand over his face. “Lake it is then. I’ll leave shortly and I’ll spread the word to enna glaigh I come across. If they come to help before I get Lake, accept it. Do not act all proud and decline enna help.”

      “I won’t. I swear.”

      Gillian held her hand up. “Perhaps I can help as well. There is a finding ritual I can perform that will enable me to cast my thoughts outwards to other healers. Tavish, would you be so kind as to stoke the fire as high as you can before you leave?”

      Tavish nodded. “I can.” To Quinn he said, “Ya aged this old man twenty years, Callaghan. Death is a funny thing. I never considered livin’ this life without ya . . . never occurred to me I might outlive ya.”

      “Don’t worry, old friend, that isn’t going to happen.”

      “Good. See to it that it doesn’t.”

      When Tavish was gone, Gillian leaned closer to Quinn. “That man loves you so more deeply than one would ever imagine.”

      “He is a good man.”

      “He also trusts you not to do anything foolish. That is a trust misplaced, isn’t it?”

      Quinn didn’t answer.

      She didn’t need to.

      After she’d thanked Gillian for all of her help, Quinn fashioned a cane and headed off in the direction Tavish said they’d come.

      Walking through the logs and marshes was far harder than Quinn thought it would be. Even using a simple cane didn’t keep the shooting pains at bay. Her side was throbbing slightly, but it was not hot like Gillian feared. It was just slower moving than she wished, but every instinct she possessed told her she was getting closer.

      She couldn’t think about Evan or what might have transpired already. Maybe the Reivers hadn’t discovered her true nature. Maybe she escaped. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

      If she’d been found out . . .

      Quinn couldn’t think of that either, so she focused on putting one foot in front of the other and pondered about the mutiny she’d perpetrated.

      Mutiny.

      The word was poison on her tongue, but she could not deny it for what it was. She had sealed the fate of those on the Malendroke who had left with her.

      And her heart broke for it.

      The crew with her were the most loyal men she’d ever met, yet even they could see how Grace was unraveling before their eyes. It was bad enough she went up the Thames to make a deal with the devil, but to then renege on that deal the very next day? That bordered on insanity. It weakened Grace in the eyes of the crew. It weakened her in general.

      Even though their trip up the Thames had been successful, Grace seemed determined to destroy the goodwill Elizabeth had shown her.

      Maybe it really was time for them to part ways. Maybe it was a natural progression of the state of pirate affairs. Whatever the case, her fate with Grace was sealed, and it saddened her greatly.

      She’d learned a great deal from the pirate queen in their time together. Was it enough for her to captain her own ship? While the men seemed to think so, Quinn wasn’t at all sure. There was so much more to captaining a ship than just knowing how to sail. She needed to know the weather, the ocean currents, the tonnage capacity of a ship’s hull. She needed to hire a crew, feed a crew, and pay them as well.

      What she did have over other captains was fluency in several languages, an understanding of geography, and men who would eat hot coals to protect each other. They were the reason she had to accept a captain’s role. They’d come with her. They’d fought beside her, and at the end of the day, they were her family.

      If they wanted her to lead, then lead she would do.

      If she lived long enough.

      As she continued to pick her way through the lowlands, Quinn felt her energy wane. Her wound was beginning to heat up again.

      Sitting with her back against a tree, Quinn closed her eyes and tried not to think of Evan. Not to think of Grace. Not to wonder about Fiona. Not to miss Becca. Not to . . .

      Just as she started to fall asleep, she heard horse’s hooves slowly making their way toward her.

      Unsheathing the sword Tavish had kindly picked up for her when he’d rescued her, Quinn rose to her feet, sword in front of her. She could barely hold it out in front of her without feeling the pull of the stitching.

      To her relief, it was Gillian.

      “I believe you might need assistance. If we can get you on the back of this mare without incident, I can take you where you wish to go. I have seen where it is and . . . well, you ought to be prepared for the worst.” She slid off the horse and whispered in its ear before turning back to Quinn.

      Quinn lowered her sword, the weight of it almost more than she could bear. “Thank you. This was . . . much harder than I thought it would be. Did you . . . Did you see . . . ”

      “There were three women there, yes.” Gillian’s face said words she didn’t need to, but Quinn needed those words. She needed the truth.

      The unspoken words were daggers in Quinn’s heart. “And?”

      Gillian took Quinn’s free hand in hers. “And you must understand that your friend may never again be the same person after such . . . well, after such treatment.”

      Quinn felt dizzy and the world around swam before her. “Oh, god. No.”

      “You must prepare yourself, Callaghan. I am afraid you are not ready for what you will see, and you cannot allow it to settle in your heart. It will destroy you.”

      Releasing Gillian’s hand, Quinn rose. “Get me on the back of your horse. Please.”

      After finding a fallen tree she could use as a boost, Quinn and Gilian managed to get Quinn on the back of the grey mare.

      “I will take you as far as I safely can, Callaghan, and then I shall wait for you in the event you need a healer straight away. I brought my ingredients and potions, but I fear I cannot heal the damage to her spirit. Only time and the goddess can do that.”

      Leaning into Gillian’s soft body, Quinn sighed heavily, her heart shattering as she pushed aside images of what they’d done to Evan. She owed Evan her life once again, only this time, it may very well have cost Evan something she could not get back.

      Not long after she mounted the horse, Quinn discovered that Gillian had been correct.

      Quinn was not even remotely prepared for what she saw when she snuck up to the Reiver camp.

      And she found it terribly difficult to vomit silently as she turned away from the scene of the grossest debauchery she’d ever witnessed. The Reivers who were not sodomizing or raping Evan and the other two women were rolling dice and drinking by the fire waiting for their turn.

      Quinn’s own fire burned within her as she watched Evan surrender to the second man who mounted her like some rutting pig.

      As much as she knew going in was a crazy thing to do, Quinn could not stand by doing nothing. She no longer cared about her own safety. She could not stand in the shadows and watch such horrors happening to the woman who had saved her, to the woman she loved.

      Slowly pulling out her sword, she took several deep breaths and prepared to attack the men at the fire first. If she could take the drunks out before they knew what was happening, she might stand a chance at saving Evan and the other women.

      A chance was all she needed.

      Her side was beginning to throb hard, but she could not let that stop her. Could not. Would not. The bloodlust in her veins made it easier to ignore her own pain. She had to get Evan out of this.

      As she gripped the sword in both sweating hands, Quinn took one step toward the camp before a hand went around her mouth and she was pulled backwards.

      “Don’t fight us, Callaghan of the O’Malley clan,” came a young voice in Scottish. “Yer friend, Tavish sent us.”

      Quinn stopped struggling and then faced the young man whose hand grabbed her. “Galloglaigh?”

      He shook his head. “Laoch cuidich. We were headin’ to the border to help with the Reivers when he came upon us. Our warriors ken Lake and respect him mightily, so they sent us to help get his laoch cuidich away from them.”

      Quinn counted nearly twenty laoch cuidich in the group. All were armed with pikes and broadswords, the weapons of choice for most galloglaigh.

      They were armed, yes, but could they fight?

      Evan could. Quinn had seen it.

      Some of the others in Lake’s clan could, but could these young pups?

      “We doona have much time, Callaghan. There are Reivers makin’ their way back to this camp. If we want the advantage, we must strike now.”

      Quinn nodded. Her pain, if it persisted, could no longer be felt. Nothing mattered to her at this moment but to get to Evan. “Aye. You take care of those men near the fire. Send men to each of the women prisoners, but leave the farthest one to me.”

      The laoch nodded. “Even though yer injured?” He jutted his chin out at her wound. “That doesna look so good.”

      “I’ll be fine. I may need help getting her to a horse, though, but his death is going to be at my hands. Is that clear?”

      The laoch cuidich nodded. “Aye. We’ll send Seanie with ya.”

      Seanie lumbered over. He was an enormous hulk of a man––thick like Tavish, but nearly a foot taller.

      “You’re a cuidich and not a warrior?” Quinn asked.

      “Canna see outta me right eye.”

      Quinn nodded. “As long as you can carry her out of here, I couldn’t care less if you were blind.”

      “Strong like an ox,” he said, grinning, pounding his chest once with a huge fist.

      “Everyone ready?” Quinn asked, raising her sword.

      She wasn’t sure what she expected, but she hadn’t expected the laoch cuidich to make such a stealthy approach.

      No yelling.

      No war calls.

      Just a very quiet slitting of throats and pikes through the neck. When there were fewer and fewer drunks still alive near the fire, Quinn followed Seanie and made her way toward Evan who laid face down with the same fat, sweaty Reiver grunting over her. She lay with her eyes closed and tears running down her bruised face.

      It broke Quinn’s heart and stoked the flames of anger burning in her veins.

      Quinn came up behind the Reiver, grabbed him by the shoulders and ripped him away from her. When he fell to the ground on his back, dick in the air. Quinn reached out with lightning fast hands and grabbed his cock.

      “You won’t be needing this ever again, you fucking fat bastard,” she growled, slicing it off at the base.

      The man howled and reached down protectively, blood streaming through his fingers.

      “You do not deserve an easy death. As you took pieces of her spirit, so to will I take pieces of you.” Quinn turned to Seanie. “Tie him to that tree over there. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      Nodding, Seanie grabbed the man by an ankle and dragged him over to the tree where he tied a piece of leather around the Reiver’s stump of a dick before tying him to the tree.

      Quinn swallowed back the bile rising to her throat as she turned her attention to her lover. The smell of cum, blood, and fat sweat hung in the air like a poison. What lay in front of her was almost more than her heart could take.

      Crumpled like a piece of discarded parchment lay Evan. Her eyes were closed and her bare back had what appeared to be bite marks, bruises and scratches.

      Never in her life had Quinn felt such heated rage within her.

      Kneeling down, she took her own vest off and placed it over Evan’s bruised back. “I’m here, my sweet cuidich. You’re safe now.” Quinn lightly caressed Evan’s damp hair and briefly wondered at the damage Lake would dole out when he knew what had happened to her. “I need clothes for Evan,” Quinn barked. Men scattered and began tearing the clothes off of dead men.

      “Put them in that tent so I can get her dressed.”

      The large galloglaigh nodded solemnly as they tossed the clothes into a small tent.

      “Aye, she’s a woman,” Quinn said softly to Seanie, who now stood over them.

      Seanie nodded. “Aye. It is no secret to us. We have kenned a long time.” He held his hand up. “How is not important right now. Evan is family. Our family. Family kens about each other.” Seanie looked over at the Reiver, who was trying to get out of his bonds.

      “Deal with him, but keep him alive.” Gently lifting Evan from the ground, Quinn was amazed at how light she was. Or maybe she felt the raw power and strength of and anger she’d never known but freely welcomed––her own wound feeling like nothing but a scratch now.

      Carrying Evan into the tent, she gently set her on the ground, wincing as she did from seeing the bruises and claw marks dug into Evan’s tender flesh.

      “Oh, my sweet, sweet girl,” Quinn murmured as she dressed Evan. As much as she wanted to wash her and clean her up, there was no time and no telling how many Reivers were on their way back to this camp. “I’m so, so sorry, my love, that it took me so long to reach you, but you’re safe now.”

      Evan did not move, and for a moment Quinn feared she wasn’t even alive.

      Placing her hand on Evan’s chest, Quinn breathed a sigh of relief to feel Evan’s heart beating. “I’m taking you for help, little cuidich. You are going to be fine. I promise.”

      Quinn was not aware of tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “Captain Callaghan,” one of the laoch cuidich said, sticking his head inside the tent. We must be off. Reivers will be returnin’ soon. If ya wish, we can come back at nightfall and––”

      “I would never ask the laoch cuidich to do that.”

      “To take vengeance fer what they done to our own? We may assist the warriors, Captain, but we are fighters in our own right as well. Just say the word.”

      Quinn glanced down at Evan. “Do it, but leave her rapist to me.”

      The young man nodded once. “Consider it done. We will end them all. Seanie will take ya to the best healer in all of Scotland. She’ll see to it––”

      “Gillian?”

      “Och. Aye. Ya ken her?”

      “I do.”

      “Then ya also ken how good she is.”

      Quinn picked Evan up once more. “Aye. That I do. She is nearby, aye?”

      “Aye. Then Seanie and four other’ll get ya safely back there. Leave the rest to us. We shall kill everra last one of them.”

      Quinn nodded, and quite suddenly, the pain in her side erupted like a volcano. She would have dropped Evan to the round had the young man not caught them both in his thick arms.

      “Yer injury is bleedin”,” he said, pointing to the blood seeping through Quinn’s shirt.

      “I’m fine. We need to get her to Gillian.”

      “And yerself as well. Come. I have her.” Holding Evan to him, he walked out of the tent.

      “Does Lake ken?” Quinn asked.

      “About Evan?”

      “Aye.”

      “I do not ken what Lake kens, Seanie said. “But he will see blood if he sees her thusly, and it will not bode well to have him crazed.”

      Quinn followed the young cuidich as he carried Evan to the horses. “I need a moment with our friend tied to the tree.”

      “Make it fast, Callaghan. We do not want to be caught in another fight with Evan.”

      “No worries, Seanie. He has a dance with the devil and I am she.”

      “Laing,” Seanie said. “Keep watch over Evan. I’m goin’ back to camp with Callaghan just in case.”

      Laing nodded. “Make it quick, willya? Who kens how many of those fuckers are comin’ back?”

      “She’s in good hands, Captain,” Seanie said. “Laing is the best rider we have. If he has to ride off with her, I ken where to meet up with him.”

      Quinn felt her legs begin to tremble. “I believe that, Seanie. Thank you. I’ll be right back.”

      Making her way back through the bush, Quinn pulled out one of her throwing knives and knelt in front of the now dickless man. He tried kicking her, so she grabbed a sword and jammed it between his thighs, the tip piercing his left leg. “You’re lucky I don’t have the kind of time I want to really make you suffer you sack of shite.”

      “Piss . . . off.”

      Quinn cut a piece of his shirt off and crammed it in his mouth. “You’re going to hell screaming into that rag, motherfucker.” She sliced off one of his ears.

      He screamed into the rag.

      “That’s more like it. See, I want your friends to come back and understand what will happen to them any time you touch a woman the way you have.” She sliced off his other ear.

      He screamed again and started to pass out, so she grabbed a goblet full of something and tossed it in his face.

      Whiskey.

      He screamed more.

      “Oh. That must have hurt.” She picked up a bottle and poured it on his stump.

      He screamed again.

      “Yeah . . . I’ll bet that really hurt.” Placing the tip of her knife into his nostril, she slit it open. Blood gushed down onto his lips. “You see, that woman you raped is the the best person in the world, and you . . . you took something from her she didn’t want to give.” Quinn sliced open his other nostril. “If I had time, I would shove this sword here up your arse so you could feel the pain she felt. I would skin you alive so you would know what it’s like to have someone bite your tender flesh. As it is, the only thing I have time for is to make sure you understand what it would be like for someone to destroy your identity.” Reaching between his legs, she grabbed his balls and cut them off. Then she removed the rag and crammed his balls into his screaming mouth. “Don’t worry. You’ll be dead soon enough and the pain will go away. Thank your God I don’t have time, otherwise, this would go on for days.” Rising, Quinn wiped her blade on the rag and tossed it down at him. “Enjoy hell, arsehole.”

      Quinn heard Seanie call for her just as she started back.

      Seanie cut his eyes down to her blood stained shirt and bloodied hands. “Can ya ride, Callaghan? Yer beginnin’ to bleed badly yerself.”

      “It’s his blood, not mine.” Quinn threw her leg over the horse, her side angrily stinging her as she did. “I can ride just fine, Seanie. Lead on.” Pulling her horse alongside Laing’s horse, she reached over and lightly touched Evan’s sweaty hair. “If we’re attacked, do not stay and fight. Get her to safety.”

      Laing nodded. “Aye, but we’ll not be attacked, Callaghan. As we speak, those Reivers returnin’ to camp will soon find themselves lyin’ next to their dead companions. Ya doona treat one of us this way and expect to live.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, Quinn felt her head spin, her side scream in pain, and the silence that swiftly closed in around her as she passed out.
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* * *

      “Where’s Evan?” Quinn asked immediately when she came to.

      Instead of being on the back of a horse, she was ensconced in a room of a castle with a fireplace crackling in a comfortable bed engulfing her, and less pain in her side than before she collapsed.

      “What is this place?” She asked an elderly woman entering the room of a tray of food. “Where is Evan?”

      “Well, hello there. Good to see you are still with us. You are at Kilravock Castle.”

      “What . . . what am I doing here? And where is Evan?”

      “Doing? Why, presently, you’re not doing much of anything.”

      Quinn lifted the covers to find herself in a man’s night dress. Her wound no longer hurt or bled.

      “One last time. Where. Is. Evan?”

      The old woman lightly touched Quinn’s shoulder. “She is in the next room. She is alive and will be fine, physically. Your men brought you to the home of Hugh Pope.”

      Quinn blinked. “The Black Baron?” Like everyone else in Scotland knew, Hugh Pope was a trusted friend of Queen Mary, and she spoke often and kindly of the man. Even Tavish had expressed his regard and respect for the accomplished tenth Laird of Castle Kilravock

      

  




“One and the same. My master got word there was a struggle between the glaigh and those blasted Reivers, so he sent men to help out. They found you and your warrior friends on the road and brought you both here.” She handed Quinn a goblet of water. “Your body needs this.”

      “I have to see her.”

      “And you will. Right now, she is resting and will continue to do so for as long as Gillian demands it.”

      Quinn took several gulps and settled into the bed. “She’s here? Gillian?”

      The old woman nodded. “Aye. She will be in here shortly. She is changing bandages.”

      “Bandages?”

      “Oh yes. Several of the young men with you were injured in an ambush on the road. One young man, Laing, rode up to the castle with Evan pressed against his chest. He was being chased by many Reivers, all of whom died at the hands of my master’s well-trained archers.”

      Quinn felt her eyelids grew heavy. She knew this feeling well enough now to know she’d been drugged. “Damn . . . you . . . ”

      The old woman pulled the covers up around Quinn’s chin. “Not me, lass. Gillian. She is just taking care of her charges . . . especially two who do not know how to let their wounds heal.”

      “Then she . . . Evan is all right?”

      “Oh no, my dear, she is most definitely not all right. Your young friend may heal physically, but her spirit? Well, only God can heal that part of her.”

      God.

      Goddess.

      Either one might be able to help Evan, but which one could put the pieces of her soul back together?

      Closing her eyes, Quinn thought about the the dickless Reiver she’d left behind with a large piece of her own soul.
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* * *

      The next day, Quinn stood at the foot of an empty bed that once held Evan. Gillian stood just behind her, a hand on Quinn’s shoulder.

      “How long has she been gone?” Quinn asked, looking over her shoulder at Gillian.

      Gillian silently shook her head. “Some time in the night. I came to check on her and she was gone.”

      “Of her own free will? Did she just get up and leave, or was she taken?”

      Gillian stood in front of Quinn and placed her hands on Quinn’s shoulders. “No one abducted her, if that is what you are suggesting. Evan is a broken woman who endured more than you or I could ever imagine. She feels dirty, tainted, and impure. Honor is what pulled her from your grasp. Honor and embarrassment. She will see what all they did to her as something that dishonored her, robbed her of her self-respect, and revealed her as the weaker vessel she is. My guess is she could not face you.”

      Quinn felt a flash of rage jolt her. “She is not a broken woman, Gillian, and you dishonor her by suggesting she is! As for being embarrassed? Have you any idea what all we do on a daily basis to stay alive? Nothing embarrasses warriors, and make no mistake about it, Evan is a goddamned warrior.” Tears came to Quinn’s eyes and she impatiently brushed them away. “So I’ll thank you not to speak like that of her again.”

      Gillian took a step back. “I apologize, Callaghan. I meant no offense.”

      “Well, I am offended. She is a strong, resilient warrior and she will heal. She will mend. She is not now, nor will she ever be broken. Understood?”

      Gillian nodded. “Again, my apologies. I misspoke.”

      “But for her, I would have been forced to experience what horrors she experienced. Would you consider me broken as well?”

      “No. I would not. She saved you from the humiliation and soul-crushing degradation she was willing to take on herself. You cannot blame yourself for that. I was just trying to get you to understand why she slipped away in the night without so much as a goodbye. She knew and understood what she was doing when she saved you. She was willing to trade places with you. It is the code of the glaigh. Now, she has disappeared in the night, leaving you to try to understand this is something she has to do for herself.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I do not understand.”

      “Evan must heal on her own. She and she alone must find a peace within herself, the strength to accept what those men did to her. She may verra well never come to you at all. You must prepare yourself for the worst. Her pride, honor, and self-respect were ripped from her. She has gone off to try to mend those wounds.”

      “Alone? She need not be alone to heal.”

      Gillian nodded. “You do not understand the code of the galloglaigh or their seconds. She is doing for herself what no one, not even you, can do for her. She must avenge her own honor. Not you, not Lake, not the clan can do this for her. She must do so on her own. It is my guess that is what she is planning on doing. As for yourself, you need to worry about less about Evan and more about your own wounds. You tore open that which I had sewn together. The wound has been resealed, but you cannot risk tearing it again.”

      Quinn was barely listening. All she could think about was Evan walking alone through the lowlands. “Where would she go?”

      “I can see you will not heed my advice.” Gillian sighed loudly. “What you must understand about the glaigh ways is that our warriors are a proud, proud people. She will return to exact retribution of those who tried to kill her.” She held a hand up to silence Quinn. “And no, she cannot and will not do so with you. This is a journey she must take alone. It is their way.”

      Quinn shook her head. “Go back? How . . . how can she go back there?”

      “How can she not? It is in the best interest of the men you lead to act in a manner that will ensure their safety. Evan made her choice, and it is one her people will support and understand. It is time you made yours. Whatever you choose to do, the Black Baron would like a word with you before you leave. It is the least you could do for all he has provided you and yours. He is in the library. Nara has cleaned your clothes and left them on your bed. I will take you when you are ready.”

      Quinn wiped the remains of the tears from her eyes. “The world is becoming an uglier place, Gillian, when men can do such horrors to women.”

      “Men have always done horrific acts to women, Callaghan. You simply have been fortunate enough to have never been treated in such a manner. More women than not suffer at the hands of men, Callaghan. I daresay you have just been slightly removed from a feminine perspective.”

      Quinn felt a blanket of guilt drop across her shoulders as she thought about Becca and how she had so often been groped and squeezed by calloused hands not belonging to her lover. “How do you know anything about me, Gillian?”

      Gillian smiled softly into Quinn’s face. “Bronwen is my cousin by marriage. I ken more about you, Quinn Gallagher, than you’ve any idea.” Gillian opened the door to Quinn’s guest room. “Nara will assist you now. There are a couple of glaigh who need my skills far more than you.”

      Quinn quickly reached out and took her hand. “Forgive me for my poor manners and my harsh words. I . . . Evan is my lover, and I simply could not stand by and listen to any more of that kind of talk. Thank you for taking care of me . . . and Evan. I appreciate it more than it might appear.”

      “No apologizes necessary, Callaghan. I wish you luck in your quest and will pray to the goddess your love finds the peace she now craves.”

      When Gillian was gone, Nara motioned for Quinn to enter the bed chamber, where her now clean clothes lay on at the foot of the bed.

      Reaching into her bodice, Nara extracted a small linen handkerchief and handed it to Quinn. “She gave this to me outside your door. Told me you were worth everything that happened to her, and if she had to do it all over again, she would make the same choice.”

      Quinn gently took the handkerchief. Slowly opening it, she saw a note written in Scottish. “My Scottish is rudimentary—er, I mean, I can speak it well but I am not great at reading it.”

      “Allow me.” Nara held the handkerchief close to her face. “It says she will love you forever and a day but begs you not to look for her. To repair what has been abused requires a bloodletting that needs no partner. Please respect me for the laoch cuidich I am and tell Lake I am living within the code of honor all glaigh respect and value..Do not blame yourself, sweet Cap. I would do it all again if only to save you. My love now and always—Evan.”

      Quinn had Nara read it five more times until she had it memorized. Then she gently refolded it up and tucked it against her chest and wrapping. “Thank you, Nara.”

      “That young cuidich loves you to the marrow of her bones, but you’re going to have to respect her wishes. To not do so could verra well be the end of her.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you, Nara.”

      “You’re verra welcome. Come. The Master is waiting in the library.”

      The library was a small room with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on the same wall as the fireplace.

      In front of the fire sat two chairs facing each other. In one of those chairs sat a very, very thick man with greying hair sideburns and a full black beard. Everything about him looked and felt dark.

      “Captain Callaghan. Welcome to my humble home. Please. Have a seat. Can I get you water? Wine?”

      Surprised by his grasp of Gaelic, Quinn took a seat. “No, thank you. I’ve found your liquid here is often drugged.”

      To her surprise, he chuckled. “Nara has an amazing ability with potions and recipes. I don’t know who has taught whom more.”

      “You speak Gaelic very well.”

      One side of his mouth smiled. “Did you know Cleopatra spoke over a dozen languages fluently? She did so to prevent anyone from trading dishonestly with her. As a merchant and trader with your fine people, I found it . . . profitable to learn the language. I also speak Spanish, Portuguese, English, and French.”

      Quinn looked at the three-foot fire and slowly nodded. “I know about you and your love and respect for Mary, but I am unclear as to why you’re called the Black Baron.”

      “Because I wear black. My ships sails are black, and, I’ve been told, my character is black.” He chuckled deeply.

      “And yet you opened your door to a raped woman and an Irish pirate.”

      He now smiled with his whole face. “Indeed. The glaigh are warriors, fighters, and heroes of my dear friend and monarch. Those Reivers are a pox on us all, and only by an all-out slaughter will we be rid of them. I applaud their efforts.” He now leaned forward. “As I do yours. I understand you served under the pirate queen.”

      Quinn took notice of the past tense. “I did, yes.”

      “That fact alone is your ticket out of here. I am a businessman, captain, and sometimes, the best tool of the trade is knowledge. All I ask for my hospitality is for you to let me know whenever possible, of Queen Elizabeth’s aggressions toward our country.”

      “I can do that.”

      “You don’t wish to know why?”

      Quinn shook her head. “I do not. She is coming, for us, Hugh. Of that, there is no doubt. Her father’s plantation scheme has worked. She has installed her magistrates and governors, and she is sending ships to our coast to go after the Spanish galleons. She has bribed our clan chieftains with useless titles, she has built more churches, and she will soon be our queen as well. So, no, I do not need to know why.”

      “Well, that sums it up, doesn’t it?”

      Quinn rose. “You and your trade ships are welcome in Ireland and Galway, and I would be happy to introduce you to merchants who share your ideas.”

      The Black Baron rose. “Most excellent. I had a feeling you would prove to be more than meets the eye.”

      Not long after their meeting, Seanie, Laing, and Quinn headed out on horseback shortly before dusk, her mind on what and how she would tell Lake about what happened to Evan.

      Lake.

      Quinn knew she would probably see him before Evan did. What would she tell him? How much could she reveal when it was not her story to tell?

      Or was it?

      What Evan did for Quinn, she did out of love. She even admitted she would do it again. None of that would assuage the grief Lake would feel.

      But he had to know, and his ire would not be quelled by words alone. She was actually afraid for how he would react, but he needed to know.

      “So we’re headed to the port?” Laing asked.

      “Aye. My crew will be waiting for me. I am assuming Lake is with them now, and unless something goes terribly wrong, we should make our way there by tomorrow morning.”

      She knew she should never have said anything about something going wrong because it certainly did.

      As they picked their way through the marshes of the lowlands, they came upon several small bands of Reivers who would never make it back to tell their story of what happened when they attacked a pirate and two laoch cuidich.

      By the third group, not only was Quinn a bloody mess, so was her horse. That was how much killing transpired as they made their way to the coast, slashing and hacking their way until, at last, there were not more roadside attacks.

      For her part, Quinn felt a distant coldness to the act of killing now. She had no compunction about severing limbs or slitting a man’s throat. Her torture and killing of Evan’s rapist had changed her.

      Just how much, she was unsure, but she knew that any vestiges of Quinn Gallagher were now long, long gone. She was, for now and always, a murdering pirate.

      Leave no man alive was their battle cry, and it was one she lived with relish and more gusto than she ought. She’d never truly viewed the English as evil or murderers until now. Now, she wanted them dead. She wanted them all dead.

      And, quite suddenly, she finally understood Grace O’Malley and her dangerous maneuver up the Thames. She did not trust any Englishmen, but Elizabeth? She was a lady. She was a woman who was reasonable and honorable. But men? They seemed incapable of reason where women were concerned. Grace had counted on her gender to appease the English queen.

      And it wasn’t just the harmless, playful fucking of tavern wenches. No, what Quinn had witnessed . . . how she had responded in kind would change her forever.

      She could not imagine how it would transform Evan . . . nor did she wish to.

      She would, as Grace had done, cut down the English every chance she got. Grace would water the crops with their blood and make their children be raised in fatherless homes.

      She would treat them as they had treated her and Evan.

      “We’ve kilt us close to thirty men, Callaghan. We’re wearin’ the blood and innards of men too weak or too drunk to fight. Yer fightin’ like a man possessed. Is that how ya plan to lead yer crew?”

      Quinn tilted her head at Seanie. “Why do you ask?”

      “If yer aimin’ to draw blood everra time ya see one. I’d like to be one a yer crew.”

      “Aye. Me, too.”

      Quinn frowned. “But you’re laoch cuidich. You’re not pirates. The sea is a verra different place, my friends.”

      “We’re fighters, captain. Trained warriors. We’re both tired as hell of doin’ plebe work fer men old enough to be our fathers. We want action and adventure.”

      “Aye. It’s our time. We see a good leader . . . a strong leader, one who will let us swing our swords without question.”

      “Surely you could use a coupla us on yer crew.”

      Quinn blew out a sigh. Warriors like them would be welcome on board any ship she served on or lead. “Have you ever even been on a ship?”

      The two men looked at each other before shaking their heads.

      “And yet you want to go on one now?”

      “Aye. If you will have us.”

      “We’ll see. I won’t say no, but I won’t say yes yet, either.”

      “If we keep ya alive by the time we get to port?”

      “Then aye. It’s a deal.”

      And the two laoch cuidich hacked and slashed their way through the marshes until, at long last, they found themselves at port, where the Fortune Teller’s crew anxiously awaited.

      Innis and Logan crushed her in a hug that nearly broke her back.

      “Tavish and those glaigh bastards have been up and down the coast lookin’ fer ya, Callaghan, and I don’t mind sayin’ . . . ” Innis stared at her. “Did Logan hug ya too hard?”

      Quinn shook her head as she felt the pain in her side. “I have a sword wound which has not healed is all.”

      Logan frowned. “Maggie better get a look at that, Captain. Can’t have ya goin’ down on us.”

      “Later, Logan. Right now, I need to know where Tavish is.”

      “With the glaigh at a camp just outside of town. There was too many of ’em to take aboard. It’s like they just kept growin’. Warriors came outta nowhere to help.”

      Quinn patted Innis’s shoulder. “Thank you for being here for us upon our return, Innis.”

      “Well, Callaghan, to be honest, I wasn’t sure how much longer to wait. Then, when Big Red showed up, I knew we weren’t leavin’ enna time soon.”

      “We set sail in the morning.”

      Innis looked shocked. “Sir? Ya might wish to speak to Big Red first. I believe there’s been . . . well. Ya will need to talk to him.”

      “Very well. Point me in the direction of the camp. I’ll collect Tavish and be on our way.”

      Collecting Tavish wasn’t as easy as it appeared.

      When she reached the small encampment the galloglaigh had set up, Quinn stood on the perimeter and watched as the men drank and shared stories. She recognized many of them as glaigh from Lake’s clan.

      “Where is me laoch cuidich?” a deep voice asked from behind her.

      Lake.

      Slowly turning, Quinn thought she might vomit. She was so very nervous.

      Lake took one look in Quinn’s eyes, and the blood drained from his face. “Did he . . . ”

      “Evan is alive, as far as I know,” Quinn said. Each word felt like splinters on her tongue as they came out.

      “Then why is he not with ya?”

      Lake knew Evan’s true nature, but habit of calling his cuidich a male had set in his way, just as it was for the men who called Quinn and Grace sir.

      Habit.

      Inhaling deeply, Quinn told him the whole sordid tale.

      Lake never moved as she spoke, his face a stone mask.

      For a moment, he was a statue. He did not blink. He did not breath. He just stared at her.

      “Lake, I am very sorry. I––”

      “Ya did all ya could, Callaghan. Those men . . . those beasts . . . are they all dead?”

      Quinn nodded and surrendered her tale of dismemberment and death.

      His lips twitched. “Ya did wisely by his manner of death, Callaghan. Are there enna others?”

      “The Reiver camp near Box Hill might be a good place to start.”

      “No matter. One by one, they will fall to our swords. Thank ya, Callaghan. Fer everrathing.”

      As Lake turned to leave, Quinn touched his wrist. “Aren’t you going to find Evan?”

      Lake frowned as he stared into her eyes. His were harder and colder than any she had ever looked into. “Of course not. If Evan wished to be with us, he would come. He needs something we canna give him. I will honor that. I must request ya do the same.”

      “I don’t think I can just––”

      Lake shoved his face into hers. “It is our way, Callaghan, and I demand ya respect Evan’s wishes and do not go looking fer him.”

      Quinn nodded once. “Very well. I’ve no choice in the matter. I will not risk my crew to hunt one who does not wish to be found, nor will I pursue one who is honor bound to kill those who did her harm.”

      He nodded. “It is fer the best. Ya are wiser than Captain O’Malley ever was.”

      Lake got ten feet away when Quinn called out to him. “Lake?”

      He slowly turned. “Aye?”

      “You will make them pay, aye?”

      The calm façade on his face gave way to his real feelings. “Of that, Callaghan, ya can be certain. If it is another war those bloody English want, they just got one. Rivers will flow with the blood of those Reivers and enna Englishmen we find along the way.”

      With that, he was gone.

      Quinn did not know there were tears in her eyes. She had never known such intense sorrow as she now felt.

      The Reivers had no idea what they had done.

      But Quinn knew.

      “I dunno what ya said to Lake, lad, but the glaigh are packing up and––”

      Quinn threw her arms around Tavish’s neck and cried silently into his neck. It was the first time she had acted like a woman in front of her old friend.

      “Laddie . . . whatever it is . . . ”

      Quinn pulled back slightly and whispered a condensed version of the story. When she finished, Tavish wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly to him. “Ya gotta pull yerself together, lad. The crew needs to know ya still have yer wits about ya. They canna have their second captain an emotional mess. They ha’ already had to deal with Grace’s emotions.”

      Pulling away, Quinn wiped her face. “Aye. Yes, you’re right. I know.” She inhaled deeply. “I can pull myself together, old friend. Now . . . did you explain everything to Mary?”

      “Aye. And she asks one more favor of us: to deliver a missive to France.”

      “Not a chance.”

      He held his hand up. “I ken ya wish to be done with Mary and Scotland, but if we don’t help her, Scotland will fall and Ireland will go with it.” Tavish handed her the scroll. “It is just a quick trip.”

      Quinn took the sealed scroll. “Why do I have the feeling you’ll go with or without me?”

      “Because I will. Ya can count on that. Mary believes Elizabeth will be comin’ fer her soon. Only French or Spanish intervention can keep Elizabeth at bay. It may verra well be the last favor she will ever ask of us.”

      Us.

      She and Tavish had been is this in this together since the very beginning. In all that time, he’d never asked anything of her. Ever, and he had never let her down.

      She would not let him down, now, either.

      “We’ll need a better ship . . . one that can fight back.”

      Tavish’s eyes lit up. “I kenned ya wouldna let Mary down, lad.”

      Quinn winced. “It’s not Mary I’m doing this for. I’ll be back before you know it. Be ready to away when I am done.”

      He nodded. “Ya cannot go alone, lad. It is not safe here.”

      “I’ll take Logan as a rower and one of the smaller boats, but I have to go alone, Tavish. I can’t afford to alienate her by sailing right up on her.”

      “Her? I swear to god, lad, ya ken more women than all the crew put together.”

      She chuckled. “While that may be true, this woman isn’t a romantic liaison, my friend.”

      “No? Then what?”

      “Trust me. She is all business and I am going to make her a very nice deal.”
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* * *

      Four hours down the coast of Scotland, Quinn stood on a pier and waited.

      “I had a feeling I’d be seeing you again.”

      Quinn bowed as she stood in front of Lady Killigrew, privateer, thief, and purveyor of stolen goals.

      “Lady Killigrew.”

      The lady looked over Quinn’s shoulder. “You’ve come with just one man?”

      “Should I not have?”

      Lady Killigrew rewarded her with light laughter. “Please, come in. Can I get you some wine? Whiskey perhaps?”

      Quinn waved her off. “No. Thank you. This is not a social visit, and I do not have much time.”

      She laughed again. “Of course it is. All business is social, but not all social is business. To not understand that is to make a big error in your bargaining position.” She sat down on a divan and motioned for Quinn to do the same. “So what are you here to bargain for, little Irish pirate?”

      “I need a ship.”

      Lady Killigrew’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? Did you not arrive in one?”

      “I did. It is not well equipped to battle.”

      Picking up a wine goblet, Lady Killigrew’s eyes never left Quinn’s face. “Whom are you planning on attacking?”

      “I am not, but I do wish to be able to defend myself and my crew.”

      Lady Killigrew stopped her goblet in mid sip. “Wait. You are not here on behalf of Grace O’Malley?”

      “I am not.”

      The older woman leaned back. “Well, isn’t this interesting? When last we met, you were just a pirate aboard her ship. Now, you come to me as a captain? How very interesting indeed.”

      “Can you help me, then?”

      “A ship is not an easy ticket to procure, especially one with the power to attack.”

      Quinn did what she had seen Grace do on many occasions: she waited Lady Killigrew out.

      “What do you have to offer?” Lady Killigrew asked finally.

      “What is the price?”

      Lady Killigrew smiled. “You were taught well. What is it worth to you?”

      “For starters, you may have the ship I arrived in and all the goods in the hold.”

      “And what might that be?”

      Quinn grinned. “You’ll have to make the deal. Once you do, you are free to see what is in the chests in the hold of the Fortune Teller.”

      Lady Killigrew leaned forward once more. “Your ship is called the Fortune Teller?”

      “It is.”

      She strummed her fingers on the small table. “Oh, I like that. So you wish for me to gamble my husband’s hard-earned––”

      “There is no husband, Lady Killigrew. There is a man acting as one, but you are no more married to him than I am to the Pope.”

      Lady Killigrew laughed heartily. “Why Captain Callaghan, you continue to surprise me. How ever did you unearth that little tidbit of gossip?”

      “That is not important. Are you up for the challenge? You don’t strike me as a conservative gambler.”

      “No? You think I should roll the dice on the hopes that there is actually something of value in the belly of your ship?”

      “I came here on that very roll of dice, milady. I did not think you would turn me away if I brought you a deal wrapped in a mystery.”

      “It is rather mysterious.” She leaned back. “You are a woman of integrity, Callaghan of the O’Malley clan, and though I will not ask why it is you are now a captain, I will entertain the thought of a trade.”

      Quinn nodded and rose. “That is all I can ask. Thank you for your time . . . which is of the essence.”

      “Stay for dinner. Please. It is the least I can do.”

      “As much as I would love that, I do not feel comfortable leaving my crew to eat rations while I dine well.”

      Lady Killigrew motioned for one of her ladies. “Do tell Cook to prepare a feast for––” She looked at Quinn. “How many men?”

      “At present, I have a skeletal crew of less than three dozen.”

      “Three dozen. Tell him to use the meat from the Portuguese ship we recently brought in.”

      “Yes, milady.” The lady scooted from the room.

      “You did not have to do this, milady.”

      “I am well aware of what I do not have to do, Captain. Tonight, I desire the company of a soon-to-be famous Irish pirate captain. If it requires that I feed her crew in order to have that desire met, then so be it.”

      Quinn smiled at the word her. Though she had never explicitly told Lady Killigrew she was a woman, she always had a hunch that the lady made a living off of being observant.

      Lady Killigrew did not miss this. “When we first met, you did your best to pass as a man. Again, it is not my business why. Now, you come to me more clearly as yourself. Your hair is longer, you use a more feminine voice, perhaps your own, and there is a softness to your mannerisms. I daresay you are much happier.”

      “In some ways, yes.”

      “Please do not be uncomfortable with my familiarity, my dear. You are one of the most interesting people I have ever me, and I have met plenty.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “And I have time. Perhaps over dinner then?”

      And so it went.

      Dinner consisted of pork, fish, and an assortment of rice and vegetables Lady Killigrew explained came from Turkey by the way of a Portuguese vessel.

      For her part, the lady was witty, thoughtful, bright, and an excellent hostess. After Quinn explained her story, Lady Killigrew peppered her with questions before explaining that Quinn’s nobility would come in handy if she learned how to “soften her pirate edges.”

      “You have all the necessary tools to succeed in the trade business, Callaghan. Do not forget where you came from. That background will serve you well.”

      The food was some of the best she’d had in weeks, the company was delightful, and the crew—her precious yet small crew—was grateful for the meal and ate about like gentlemen.

      Of course, Tavish had threatened them to within an inch of their lives, but still, they managed to maintain an air of dignity.

      They were her men, and she was proud as hell of them. Killers, thieves, womanizers, and drunks—she cared about them all.

      They were family, after all, and when she walked around the room to check in with each one, she would lay her hand on their shoulder and laugh with each one.

      They deserved this.

      When she returned to her seat, Lady Killigrew was grinning. “You inspired the same kind of loyalty as your former captain, and that is no easy feat.”

      “They are good, loyal men.”

      “They are loyal men following the leadership of a good captain. Do not sell yourself short.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      “Now, about your little mystery. I happen to have a Portuguese ship that is intended to appear a fishing ship, when in fact it is equipped with eight cannons on either side. You will need more than three dozen men to sail her, however.”

      Quinn pushed her meat around on her place. “I was afraid of that. I do not have the luxury of time to go around finding sailors who can also fight. I must head out as soon as day breaks.”

      “Then you do not wish to trade?”

      Quinn glanced up. “On the contrary. I wish very much to trade.”

      “But your men––”

      “Are good enough to get us where we need to go. If you want the Fortune Teller she’s yours. As is everything in the hold.’

      “You’ve truly piqued my interest, and I look forward to seeing what lovely treasures you’ve traded. I will have the ship delivered to you at daybreak. Until then, please enjoy the food and hospitality.”

      And so they did. They ate, drank, and she enjoyed more peace than she had had in a long time.

      When it was finally time to go, Quinn rose and thanked Lady Killigrew for a wonderful time.

      “It will not be the last time we meet, Captain Callaghan. I’ve a feeling our time together is just beginning.”

      At daybreak, Tavish banged on the door to Quinn’s quarters. “Lad, ya need to come see this.”

      Quinn hurriedly dressed and headed to the bow where all of her men peered over the railing.

      “What are we looking––” Quinn stopped in mid-sentence when she saw three dozen or so laoch cuidich standing around Seanie and Laing.

      “I wondered where they’d gone off to,” Tavish whispered from behind her. “I just figured they changed their mind aboot bein’ on the ship.”

      Quinn hurried down the gangplank to where Seanie and Laing stood in waiting. “What is this?”

      “This is as many galloglaigh and laoch cuidich as we could find. All we had to do was mention Lake and his clan, and they gladly joined us.”

      “We canna speak fer their sailin’ skills, mind ya,” Laing said, “but if it’s fighters ya need, ya will find none better.”

      Quinn slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a good man, and you’re right. We need a crew and you just handed one to me. Thank you.”

      “Don’t expect too much from ’em at first, Captain,” Seanie said. “It may take a while to get their sea legs.”

      Quinn scanned the warriors and their aides and knew that while they were not pirates, they were killers, and she needed killers. “My men can train them how to sail a ship.” Turning to Seanie and Laing, she smiled softly. “Thank you.”

      “The world is upside down, Captain. We got nowhere to go, really.”

      “You could go home, Seanie.”

      Sean and Laing shared a glance before Sean replied. “We doona ken where that will be when this is all over, so the deck of a ship is as good a place to call home as enna fer now.”

      “Then welcome aboard, men.” Quinn stepped aside and waved them up the gangplank.

      When they all had started up the ship, Quinn leaned over and asked Sean, “Which one is the strongest killer?”

      “Strongest?”

      “Which one is most likely to go off half-cocked?” Laing answered. “They called him Daimh.”

      Quinn frowned. “Ox?”

      Laing shrugged.

      Seanie nodded. “Och, aye. Biggest brute of the lot. Can snap a man’s neck with one hand.”

      “Will he follow orders?”

      “Always. Doesna think much on his own.”

      “Well, thank you both.”

      “So we off to France?”

      “That we are, lads. We head out as soon as my guys have double-checked the masts.”

      They pushed off in less than an hour, and the deck was busy with pirates showing warriors what everything was called and how a ship worked.

      “They seem keen to learn,” Quinn remarked from the bow as she watched her men interact with galloglaigh.

      “Ya done good, laddie,” Tavish said softly. “How does it feel to captain yer own ship?”

      With the sea air in her face and the sun at her back, Quinn could not help but smile. “In all honesty, Tavish, it feels . . . natural.”

      “Yer a natural leader, Callaghan. Yer gonna be fine.”

      She tilted her head at him. “Be fine?”

      “Aye. I been with ya long enough to ken when yer worried. What’s on yer mind?”

      “You do know me well, my friend. I just . . . I want to be good at this . . . better than good.”

      “And ya will be. Ya are. These men, our men, would follow ya through the depths of hell. Ya got nothin’ to worry aboot. Get in, get the message out, get back home.”

      Quinn watched the man named Daimh show three pirates how he swung his claymore. The huge sword made a loud whooshing sound as it cut through the air. It actually looked like a small sword in his big hands.

      “He’s—”

      “An ox,” Tavish chuckled. “The man is like five men. He’s gonna come in handy in a fight . . . enna fight.”

      Back in her quarters, Quinn stood over her desk and studied a map held down by two large shells on either side.

      She was a captain.

      The captain of her own ship.

      After seven years on the sea with Grace O’Malley. Quinn Gallagher, now Callaghan, was the leader of Irish pirates and Scottish warriors.

      What would her father say if he could see her now?

      Sadly, she was pretty certain he would not approve in the slightest—and she was just fine with that. This was her life to live, not his, and she would live it as she damn well pleased.

      Studying the map, she knew they would be in France within a few more hours. How would she get the message to a king who had all but abandoned Mary and Scotland? She couldn’t just pull into the port. Taking one of the small boats wasn’t wise either.

      If only she could—

      “Captain, we got problems out here.”

      Quinn opened the door to find Fitz standing there, sword in hand. “Aye?”

      “Spaniard hard to port comin’ fer us.”

      Quinn grabbed her sword and quickly followed Fitz to the deck, where she watched a galleon heading straight for them.

      “She’s not sailin’ light,” Fitz said, handing Quinn her telescope.

      Peering through it, she counted twelve cannons on the port side of a ship carrying a load but not a full one. If it were full they, no doubt, would not be making an aggressive move. Plunder would be no good without a booty haul.

      Lowering the scope, she gave Fitz the order. “Well, this is where we see whether or not the glaigh can fight in close quarters. Prepare the crew to board.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      When Fitz started shouting orders, Quinn felt her gut constrict. This would be her first real test on the sea commanding men who were used to swinging ten foot pikes and oversized swords like the claymore. It would turn the tides on the galleon’s favor if they were not proficient with the short sword.

      Quinn immediately pushed the thought out of her mind. The thought of losing any of her crew made her sick to her stomach, but if they lost here, it wouldn’t matter anyway. The galleon wasn’t looking for booty—or they’d have kept sailing by a ship that was sailing much lighter.

      Much lighter.

      Quinn jumped up on the captain’s deck and called to her crew to put down their arms and prepare to make a run of it.

      Fitz stared at her. “But Captain—”

      “Get us away, Fitz.” She turned to Tavish. “Fire all eight cannons now, mid ship. Innis, get those sails stretching at the ropes, and get us as far away as fast as you can.”

      Innis frowned. “We’re . . . runnin’?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. They aren’t coming for what we don’t have. They want the ship.”

      “But . . . ”

      Quinn waited. “But what, Innis?”

      “Captain O’Malley would take her on.”

      Quinn glared at him. “Well, lesson number one: I. Am. Not. Her. Go do as I said.”

      Innis hesitated only a moment before turning around and addressing those manning the sails.

      Tavish took the steps two at a time to Quinn.

      “Don’t you start on me, too, Tavish.”

      Tavish stopped in his tracks.

      “I won’t have you second-guessing me as well.”

      “Second-guessin’ ya, lad? I think it’s the best move ya got.”

      Quinn felt her stomach loosen. “Aye?”

      “Oh, aye. Nothin’ but loss can come from engagin’ those bastards. We carry a light load, have the wind at our backs, and aren’t lookin’ fer booty. I’d say yer makin’ the best decision possible.” He stared out at the approaching ship.

      “Add to that, the glaigh need more practice time fighting the short swing.”

      “That’s the truth, lad. They’re as likely to kill one of us as they are the Spaniards. Give it a few more days before we set them loose.”

      Quinn nodded as she watched her men expertly maneuver the ship into the best wind position. “Is there something else, old friend?”

      Tavish took one step closer. “Aye. Maggie has a suggestion I’m none too keen aboot, but I told her I’d ask ya.”

      Quinn cut her eyes to him. Maggie had softened him in ways only a woman could, and she was only mildly surprised he’d come to her with a suggestion from his wife. “Let’s hear it.”

      “Well . . . she kens we canna pull into port without fear of bein’ routed. She also kens sendin’ ya or enna of our men to court is as dangerous as the former. She is . . . well, she believes she and ya might be the safest way to get the message to court.”

      “Two women.” It wasn’t a question.

      Tavish nodded. “Her French is excellent. Yers is as well. Two women––”

      “Pose no threat to the French.”

      He nodded. “Ya could deliver it as noblewomen and be back before ya ken it.”

      Quinn barely nodded. “Very interesting. I’d never do so without your acceptance of such a plan.”

      This made Tavish laugh. “Lad, ya ken the situation better than that. My wife is everra bit as stubborn a Scots as her husband. It is not me decision to make. Yer the captain. On this ship, she is a member of this crew first, me wife second.”

      “While I appreciate that, Tavish, I am asking you as a friend. What do you want me to do?”

      He shook his head. “Ah lad, the same order of importance applies to me as well. As her husband, I frown on it, as yer most trusted man, I see the wisdom in it. Ya need to do what is best fer our crew, not one man.”

      Quinn patted him on the back just as the first cannon bellowed. It missed its mark by twenty or thirty yards.

      “I’ll let you know what I decide when we are safely away from that ship. Right now, we need to focus on that.”

      Tavish backed away. “Aye to that, Captain. Have no fear. We won’t be engagin’ those bastards enna time soon.”

      Quinn watched as the second ball took out one sail before landing far beyond the ship.

      She had no doubt Tavish would be right.
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* * *

      Logan pulled the oars easily as they glided toward the coast of France.

      “Thank you again, Maggie. It is a brilliant idea.”

      “Pish-posh, Callaghan. It will be a brilliant idea once the three of us are safely back on the Emerald.”

      Quinn adjusted her tight corset for the fourteenth time. She had almost forgotten how uncomfortable those damned dresses were.

      It did not go unnoticed by Maggie. “Too used to pirate attire, eh?”

      Quinn nodded. “Oh, aye. This is unbearable.”

      “You know, someday, some woman will write about the way women’s clothes restricted our ability in order to keep us the weaker sex.”

      Quinn did not doubt Maggie being right about that.

      “I’ve been away from the noble life of my past for so long, I do not recognize it anymore.” Quinn tugged on the neckline of her bodice. “I feel a prisoner of material.”

      “I daresay I’ll have to try your clothing on in the near future. My own attire prohibits my movement aboard the ship.”

      “So, what do you think about life at sea?”

      Maggie thought for a moment. “The sea is a harsh mistress, to be sure, but when I watch the crew laughing, drinking, telling stories, I understand the pull. She is only part of the equation. There’s family, the freshness of the sea air, and the unpredictability of the weather.”

      “Are you ever afraid?”

      “Sometimes, but then, we’ve seen the worst of men, haven’t we? I suppose once you see that, there is a little to be afraid of.”

      “Tavish could not have lived through all of that without you.”

      “The reverse is true as well. He is an amazing man, and he is foolish about you.”

      Quinn felt her face heat with blush.

      “Oh, don’t be squeamish about a man’s genuine love for you, Callaghan. You are his kin every bit as much if you’d shared the same womb.”

      When they disembarked at the pier, Quinn and Maggie arranged for a carriage to take down to the summer palace that served as court during Henry’s reign.

      For the first hour, they rode in silence. When at last, Maggie spoke again, she did in English. “You’ve been very different since you got back. Care to talk about it?”

      Quinn stared out at the passing countryside. France was lush and green, but the queen was much more muted than the greens of Ireland. “Thank you, Maggie, but not right now.”

      “Your heart aches. I can see it in your eyes. You love her, aye?”

      Quinn nodded without hesitation. “Like I’ve loved no other.”

      “She makes your heart sing.”

      “More than I can say.”

      “And yet, the two of you had to return to your separate lives. I find that terribly sad.”

      Quinn did not respond for a long time.

      “It’s all right, Callaghan. There will come a time when these monarchs stop trying to tear down our culture and our ways. Maybe then, you two can find common ground on which to live.”

      “I hope so, Maggie. The sea gets awfully lonely at times.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      When they finally arrived at the French court, Maggie spoke to as many men as she had to in order to get someone to believe they came bearing a message from the Queen of Scots.

      Four hours later, they stood in front of King Henry II, who stared down at them from an ornate throne.

      “This day has been long and grueling with petty land squabbles and goat ownership,” he said in French. “So when one of my most trusted men said there were two women bearing a scroll with Mary of Scotland’s seal, I must admit my ennui got the best of me. Since when does Mary send women to do her bidding?”

      Quinn deferred to Maggie since she was older.

      “Since she, as you know, has been taken prisoner by her cousin. The Queen of Scotland understands the temperament of the times, so she sent us knowing we would not be stopped as a man would.”

      Henry barely smiled. “Very wise, that woman. I would imagine she learned such guile by learning at the feet of Catherine de’ Medici.”

      Maggie did not respond.

      Henry, a tall angular man, snapped at one of his advisors, who held his hand out for the scroll. “If this is a base forgery, ladies, you will never see the light of day.”

      “It is not,” Maggie said calmly handing the scroll over.

      When the advisor handed it to Henry, he studied it very carefully. “Seal unbroken. If it is forgery, it is a very excellent one. Carefully breaking the seal, Henry perused its contents. “Very interesting. I should have known Mary would never simply give up. Her time in the French court taught her resolve, if nothing else.”

      “She has always put Scotland and her subjects before her own safety,” Maggie said.

      “Which is why it’s astounding she is still alive. Elizabeth should have beheaded her and been done with it.”

      Quinn opened her mouth to retort, but Maggie caught her eye. Quinn closed her mouth.

      Henry snapped his fingers once more, and a parchment and quill quickly appeared as if by magic. “It is most unfortunate Mary got herself arrested, but the truth is that we must support other Catholic monarchs.” He quickly scribbled on the parchment, his quill making scratching sounds as he did. “Elizabeth will destroy everyone to fulfill her idiot father’s wishes of European domination.” He shook his head as he rolled up the parchment and then dropped the sealing wax on the seam. “I cannot offer much, but if you manage to get this to Mary without being arrested yourselves, give her this message for me: Tell her King Henry admires her conviction and courage in the face of imminent danger.” He blew on the wax before handing it to his advisor. “And I must commend you, ladies for your courage in braving the sea to deliver this message. Now, it is late and unsafe for two women to be on the road. Might I offer accommodations?”

      Quinn started to say no when Maggie accepted.

      “We’d be honored.”

      Once Henry made the arrangements and got his people moving, Quinn and Maggie were escorted to one of the cottages within the palace walls.

      “Oh my, but this is just lovely,” Maggie said when they pulled up to the small cottage. There were two goats and three chickens in the front. “Please thank the king for us.”

      “I’ll have to do so in the mornin’, missus. The king has requested I watch over you for the night.”

      Quinn took a step forward, but Maggie got an arm around her waist just in time. “Thank you so much.”

      “If there is anything you need, please let me know.”

      When Quinn and Maggie entered the cottage Maggie closed the door and immediately placed her fingers to Quinn’s lips. “Eyes and ears everywhere,” she whispered.

      “Why did you say yes? We need to head back.”

      “I am well aware of that Callaghan, but you were so busy staring at the king, you failed to see all of the action happening behind us. People were whispering, and there were messengers moving about. We must act like two women in need of protection.”

      Quinn inhaled deeply. “I . . . I guess I have become accustomed to fending for myself and being viewed as someone who can take care of herself.”

      Maggie smiled kindly. “Please relax then. Look.” Maggie opened the door. “We are not being held hostage. We can leave at first light if you wish.”

      Quinn nodded “Aye.”

      “Now I, for one, am exhausted and am going to lie down on that very comfortable-looking French bed. I suggest you do the same.”

      After helping Maggie out of her dress, Quinn paced the living area, her bodice still inhumanely tight.

      She did not really know how much time had passed when the daylight gave way to dark, but when she finally sat in one of the high-back chairs, she was certain her body bore blisters it never should have.

      She’d certainly come a long way since that first day she stepped aboard the Malendroke. She’d not only traded dresses for more comfortable attire, she had created a family out of those most would have just thrown away.

      And she’d loved just about every minute of it.

      Except the losses.

      Those scars would never vanish; her heart would never be fully whole again.

      The life of a pirate was full of loss and gain, highs and lows, calm and battle. The unpredictability of it all was what made it so exciting, so adventurous.

      And so dangerous.

      Quinn wondered now what new danger lay waiting her and her new crew.

      And, more importantly, were they ready for it?
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* * *

      Quinn and Maggie made a safe return to the Emerald and were underway shortly after they boarded the ship. The anxious crew members were, for the most part, still sober, which pleased Quinn.

      “You boys did a great job in my absence,” she said to Tavish, Innis, and Fitz. “Thank you.”

      “So, back to Scotland then?” Tavish asked.

      “Aye. I’m leaving it up to you and Maggie to deliver Henry’s reply.” She held her hand up before he could reply. “This ship is no place for your wife, Tavish. While I love having her on board, it is still dangerous. You have a home. A life. You both deserve the peace that comes with it.” Quinn levelled her gaze at him. “You would give me the same advice, old friend. Besides, I need you to take it for me.”

      Tavish rubbed the red and grey stubble on his beard. “Ya got me there, lad, but as fer me and Mags not bein’ on the water—yer gonna have to take that up with her. That woman’s got a mind of her own, she does. She kens the danger. It’s no different now.” Tavish laid a meaty paw on her shoulders. “I understand yer concern, in lighta what happened to yer girl, but danger lurks everrawhere, lad. I’d rather she be surrounded by our men than livin’ alone in our cottage.”

      “I can see that.”

      Tavish tucked the scroll inside his stained his jerkin. “We’ll get the message to Mary. After that, we shall see how everrathing plays out with regards to the missus.”

      Clapping Tavish on the back, Quinn grinned. “You’re a good man, Tavish McGee.”

      Tavish stepped closer to her. “Ya might be sendin’ me to stay in Scotland, lad, but I’ll not be sittin’ idly by twiddlin’ me thumbs. I intend on usin’ every source I have to find young Evan fer ya.”

      Quinn blinked.

      “My happiness don’t mean a thing, lad, if yer in misery. It’s not how that’s ever worked fer us. So, ya might consign me to land, but ya canna tell me what to do once I get there.” With that, Tavish strolled off the bow, down the steps, and had almost made it to the gallery stairs when a loud bell rang from the crow’s nest. He ran back up the stairs to stand next to Quinn.

      “Jumpin’ Jesus!” The pirate named Littlefield yelled as he lowered his scope. “Ship offa the starboard side, Captain! And . . . and I’m pretty certain—”

      His words died off as he raised his scope once more.

      So did Quinn.

      And she needed no pirate in the crow’s nest to tell her what her eyes plainly saw.

      The Malendroke.

      And it was headed straight for them.

      Innis, Fitz, One Eye, and Tavish quickly joined her at the bow.

      “It’s Grace, all right,” Quinn said, handing her telescope to Tavish.

      “Maybe she got word about our ship,” Fitz said. “She is comin’ in hard and fast.”

      “Or our mission,” One Eye added.

      “It doesn’t matter how it is she’s here, boys,” Innis said. “She’s comin’, and comin’ mad.”

      All eyes turned to Quinn.

      “We cannot and will not assume the worst, men. We’re sitting too high for her to think we carry anything she wants.”

      “Unless she wants us,” One Eye said softly. “It’s possible she’s irate enough to engage us, Captain.”

      Quinn shook her head. “We are not fighting the Malendroke.”

      Tavish handed her the scope back. “Unless we run, lad, we may not have a choice.”

      Quinn studied the full-blown sail on the Malendroke’s mast and the sharklike way the ship cut through the water.

      She made her decision in an instant.

      “Hard to port, men. We are not fighting our old friends. I want speed, and I want it now!”

      Everyone but Tavish shot off in different directions.

      “She’ll give chase, lad. Ya ken?”

      Quinn nodded. “I do.”

      “Ya took her men and planted ’em all on another ship yer captain of. Like Sayyida, she got no choice but to hunt ya down.”

      “Think we can outrun her?”

      Tavish inhaled deeply. “How many ships did we ever have outrun us when we were on the Mal?”

      “Two.”

      He shrugged. “There ya have it. Long odds. I hate to point out the obvious, but––”

      “She’s been doing this far, far longer than I.”

      Tavish acknowledged that with a single nod. “But she doesna have us, lad. Yer crew is well seasoned. Well, except fer the glaigh. Even then, I’d put them up against Grace’s new crew in a heartbeat.”

      Quinn kept her eyes toward the aft part of the ship. Grace and the Malendroke were gaining on them.

      Fitz catapulted up the steps, nearly breathless. “We’re givin’ it all we have, Callaghan, but the Mal’s masts are nearly twice our size and she’s got men on the oars. I just don’t know if we have what it takes.”

      Quinn turned to Fitz. “Would the men take issue with firing but not hitting the Mal?”

      Fitz scowled. “Missin’ on purpose?”

      “Aye. I just want Grace to know we’re not sitting ducks, nor are we afraid.”

      Tilting his head, Fitz said, “Callaghan, ya don’t even know whether she is an enemy or an ally.”

      “And you want me to wait and find out?”

      Fitz and Tavish exchanged looks. Tavish shrugged. “If she’s just sailin’ by and ya shoot at her, ya’ve made an enemy where there wasn’t one. I agree with Fitz. I say we have to wait to see what Grace does.”

      Innis quickly joined them.

      “What say you, Innis, about this situation?”

      He looked perplexed. “What’s there to say, Captain? We don’t fire on another Irish ship, especially ones with our old mates. Why? What are ya considerin’?”

      Quinn’s eyes traveled from one man to the next until she knew what directions to order. “We stand down then until we see what she wants. Innis, prepare all cannons in the event the Malendroke is hostile. Fitz, you ready the galloglaigh for possible battle aboard the Malendroke. Stress possible.”

      When the two men took off, Quinn laid her hand on Tavish’s shoulder “You know as well as I do that Grace isn’t chasing us for a visit. She is angry and feels betrayed. We’re mutineers, Tavish.”

      Tavish did not respond.

      “She lost face. Like Sayyida lost face. There’s only one way to get it back.”

      Nodding, Tavish started to make his way down the steps. Before he reached the bottom step, he turned. “Ya ken I respect ya, lad. More than most. But when it comes to angerin’ women, no man I’ve ever met can do as well as ya.”

      Watching him walk across the deck, Quinn sighed.

      She knew that one day she would have to face Grace’s wrath.

      She just hadn’t realized it would be so soon.
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* * *

      Quinn was only mildly surprised when the Malendroke pulled aside the Emerald without firing a single shot or preparing to board.

      “Captain O’Malley wants to parley,” came a voice from a man Quinn couldn’t remember ever meeting.

      “Parley?” Quinn called back. “Tell her there’s no reason to parley. We are not enemies.”

      The first mate, if that was what he was, talked to the four men surrounding him.

      “Look, just tell her I’ll come aboard. Alone.”

      “No, Callaghan,” Tavish growled. “Woman scorned and all that, lad.”

      “I have to, Tavish. Clearly she wishes to meet. It’s Grace. It’s not like I––”

      “Do I have to remind ya of the last captain ya angered?”

      “That was different with Sayyida.”

      “No, lad, it wasn’t. Ya have a way of angerin’ women unlike ennathin’ I’ve ever seen. I doona doubt it’ll be enna different with Grace. Ya took her main men from her. Someone is gonna have to pay the price.”

      “I think you’re wrong, Tavish. Grace is a lot of things, but unreasonable isn’t one of them.”

      Shaking his head, he continued down the steps. “Ya ken, fer a female, ya ken verra little about ’em. Reason isna somethin’ most women possess.”

      “I wish I could disagree with you, but I cannot. Luckily, I am not like most women.”

      “That yer not, lad.” When Tavish left her alone at the bow, Quinn looked across both bows at men she did not recognize.

      Surely Tavish was wrong about Grace.

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Drop the plank. I’m comin’ over.”

      “Alone.”

      Quinn nodded. “Alone. But do let her know before I cross that plank, that should I not return within the hour, my men will board her ship regardless of past history.”

      “I’m comin’ with our captain,” Innis said suddenly.

      Quinn glared down at him. She wanted to be angry with him, but she understood why he’d made his pronouncement, and it hurt her heart.

      “Captain said alone.”

      “Yer Captain knows better than that. Ya tell her Innis will be by Callaghan’s side, or there will be no parley.”

      The pirate nodded once and then disappeared.

      Quinn motioned for Innis to join her. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Innis looked down at the deck. “But I do, Callaghan. We both know I do.”

      Fitz and Tavish joined them.

      “Whattaya think?” Fitz asked Innis.

      “I think Captain O’Malley is spittin’ fire right now and is torn between sinkin’ us, capturin’ us, or lettin’ us go.”

      Quinn inhaled deeply. “What do you suggest?”

      Innis turned to Tavish. “Have the glaigh ready to board. We want the Mal’s crew to know we have serious fightin’ power at our disposal.”

      Tavish nodded and left the bow.

      “She’ll parley with ya alone, Callaghan, because there are things ya two gotta work out. I’ll be on deck just to give the signal fer our boys to board.”

      “Do you think that will be necessary?”

      Innis hiked his belt up. “Honestly? I thought I knew Grace O’Malley better than ennaone. Now? Now I’m not so sure.”

      Neither was Quinn.

      Standing weaponless in Grace’s quarters where they had, on many occasions, shared a whiskey or two, Quinn felt vulnerable.

      It wasn’t that she needed her sword. It was that she stood in front of a woman who was once her captain and friend, but was now . . .

      What, exactly, was Grace to her now?

      “What in bloody hell is goin’ on here, Callaghan?”

      Quinn noted that Grace had not asked her to sit down, nor was there any whiskey on the battered table Grace stood behind.

      “You tell me, Grace.”

      “From where I stand, yer a bloody mutineer who stole my crew, one of my boats, and most of my respect. I trusted ya with my life, Callaghan, and this is how you repay me?”

      “I’ve repaid you a dozen times over, Grace, and you know it. I’ve run errands, delivered messages, fought for you, killed for you, and did everything I could to free you from prison. So don’t play the guilt card on me, Grace. You’re better than that.”

      Grace’s eyes narrowed and the vein at her temple protruded. “But not so good as to keep ya and Innis on my crew? Ya didn’t even talk to me about it, Callaghan, before ya stole my rowboat and the best men on my ship like a coward. I oughtta run ya through just fer that alone.”

      “Talk to you?” Quinn raised her voice. “There was no talking to you, Grace. You risked every man’s life on board with that stupid sail up the Thames, and once you got to London, you chose the wrong woman to side with before you turned on her as well.”

      “Ya don’t have children, Callaghan, or ya’d know that family means––”

      “Family,” Quinn roared, “used to be the men on this ship and the whole of Ireland. That’s who our family used to be, Grace, but you traded it all in for Elizabeth’s good graces. Did it ever occur to you how that looked and felt to the crew?”

      “I’m captain of this ship, Callaghan, and I––”

      “Chose wrong!” Quinn inhaled a deep breath and lowered her voice. “Leaving the Malendroke was an easy choice for men you endangered to save your own kin.”

      “They’d not have gone if there was no place to go.”

      Quinn shook her head. This was not the woman she fought for a year ago. “You underestimate them, Grace. Without my help on the Fortune Teller, you, the Malendroke, and every man on it would be at the bottom of the Thames. You know it as well as I do.”

      “Don’t get so fulla yerself, Callaghan. Ya couldn’t even outrun me fer a hundred heartbeats. When the men realize yer just playin’ at Captain, they’ll regret ever leavin’.”

      Quinn opened her mouth to reply, then thought better of it. This circular conversation would go nowhere. “I made a choice between two women once as well, Grace, and I chose you even though Fiona needed me. Every man on board has chosen you more than once over someone or something else, and you repay them by sailing up the Thames to parley with Elizabeth? Elizabeth? Have you lost your mind? The men think you have. That’s why so many came with me.”

      Grace’s vein bulged more. “Ya don’t have all the facts, Callaghan, but it’s too late fer ya to get them now. What ya’ve done here is irreversible.”

      “Who said anything about reversing it? I learned a great deal from you, Grace. I’m a good captain. I’m not perfect, but I’m good.”

      Grace shook her head slowly. “What happened to ya on that island, Callaghan? Since ya returned, ya’ve never been the same.”

      Quinn felt the sting of hot tears come to her eyes as the memories of that time squeezed her heart. “I was forced to listen to my best friend as he was tortured before I had to mercy kill him by stabbing him in the heart. Did you know his arms and legs were pulled out of their sockets? Connor was in such horrible pain, he begged me to kill him. Begged me. Then I had to listen to Tavish’s screams while they broke every bone in his hand. So no, Grace, I’m not the same person I was before the shipwreck. I am battle-scarred and war-wise. I understand the immense weight you seemed to have forgotten.”

      Grace leaned with her palms on the table. “Yer wrong on that score, Callaghan. Verra wrong.”

      “Am I? If you planned on attacking us, Grace, you should have done it from afar because I can tell you right now, if we go sword to sword, my galloglaigh will tear your new crew to pieces. I don’t wish to do so, but if you have any notion of taking this further than a parley, your deck will run bloody from your crew.”

      Grace glared at her now. For tense moments, neither said a word.

      “Yer playin’ at captainin’, Callaghan.”

      Quinn grit her teeth. “Not playing at all, Grace. Parley or fight. Those are your only choices. What is it you want?”

      Grace cleared her throat, her cold glare looking over Quinn’s shoulder and out the door. “I want Innis back.”

      Quinn was taken aback. “Innis? Grace, if Innis wanted to be on board the Mal, he would be.”

      “Ya give me Innis and I’ll let ya sail away without sinkin’ ya. That’s the deal.”

      Quinn just stared at her. “Why?” Quinn waved the word away. “I mean, why Innis?”

      “That’s none of yer business.”

      Quinn started for the door. “Then no deal. You can either watch us sail away or––”

      “Because my new crew is green. Greener than most. They need trainin’. I need Innis to help with that.”

      Slowly turning, Quinn stared at a woman she barely knew. “What happened to you, Grace? You know what happened to me, but what happened to you after the shipwreck?”

      Grace turned her head to the right and stared at the wall. “Ya’d never understand, Callaghan, and I hope ya never have to. It’s Innis or be responsible fer a lot of bloodshed.”

      “You’d really do that? You’d really punish your former crew and present crew for my mutiny?”

      Grace slowly turned. The anger evident on her face. “So at least ya admit what ya are and what ya did.”

      “What I did was remove myself from a position of peril that did not need to exist. Some men followed me. No one was forced to walk away from you or the ship.”

      “And all I want is one of those men back, and ya are free to leave unmolested.”

      “What if he doesn’t want to come back to the Mal?”

      “Innis will do what he knows is in the best interest of the crew. He’ll come willingly.”

      That’s when Quinn realized just how sly Grace O’Malley was and what a shrewd negotiator she turned out to be.

      If Quinn gave up one of her men as a result of a parley, it would show her crew that she held no loyalty to them, that every men on board, was expendable. If she didn’t hand him over, she was no better than Grace in being willing to sacrifice the many for the one.

      It was a brilliant parley. Her intention was to discredit Quinn and weaken her leadership, which it would do no matter which decision she made.

      “Well met, Grace. Your intention is clear and you’ve backed me into a corner. I only ask to speak with Innis alone first.”

      A grin Quinn had never seen on Grace’s face was almost eerie. “Good decision, Callaghan. Make it fast. There’s a storm comin’ and I want to be far from it.”

      Quinn whirled around and left Grace’s quarters. She found Innis laughing it up with his old buddies. “Innis, a word.”

      He immediately stopped laughing and joined her at the railing. “Aye, Callaghan?”

      She carefully explained to him what Grace wanted and why. For his part, he listened intently, waiting for her to finish.

      When Quinn was done, he nodded. “She’s got ya dead to rights, Callaghan, but I know Grace. Once I train her crew, she’ll let me make my own decision, but not before she sweetens the pot to get me to stay.”

      “She’ll bribe you?”

      “Oh, aye. With lands. With gold. If she wants ya not to have me bad enough, she’ll make it verra hard to say no.”

      Quinn laid her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll understand if you choose to take her offer, Innis. You need to take care of your family. I understand as much.”

      “Mebbe ya do, mebbe ya don’t. Tell Captain O’Malley I’ll do it, but I need to get my sword and purse first.”

      “I don’t know what to say, Innis.”

      He looked her straight in the eyes. “Tell me ya’ll not ferget me, Callaghan. The Malendroke isn’t my home ennamore. We can let Grace believe we are doin’ her biddin’, but at the end of the day, I’ll find my way back to the Emerald. That’s where I belong.”

      Quinn clapped him hard on the back. “Aye, Innis, that is, indeed, where you belong.” Quinn started to turn away, when he caught her eye and stared hard at her.

      For a protracted moment, neither said a word. Quinn knew he was trying to tell her something without actually saying it.

      “Until we meet again, old friend.” Making her way back to Grace’s quarters, Quinn glared openly at her former captain and friend. “He’ll come.”

      “Of course he will. I know my crew, Callaghan. Innis would never place his crewmates in harm’s way unless ordered to.”

      “It was his choice to make. He is grabbing his sword and will return shortly.”

      “Too bad yer crew won’t see it that way. Once Innis is back on deck, we will sail away first. If ya follow us at all, I’ll sink ya. If ya ever come within half a mile of us, I’ll chase ya into the rocks. The next time ya see my face, Callaghan, rest assured, I will be runnin’ ya through.”

      Quinn sighed. “I don’t know what transpired to change you into . . . this––” Quinn waved her hand in the air, “but it suits you not at all.” Quinn stepped up to the table, the only thing standing in between them. “And if you ever threaten me or my ship again, I’ll forget we were once friends and I’ll remove your head from your shoulders.” Turning on her heel, Quinn left the captain’s quarters.

      She was almost to the gangplank when Grace called out to her.

      “I’ve fought better captains than ya, Callaghan, and lived to tell about it.”

      Quinn glanced over her shoulder. “Better is not smarter, Grace. You’d do well to remember that.”
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* * *

      They all stood at the bow watching the Malendroke pull away, her sails bulging from the fierce tailwind of the storm Grace had known was coming.

      “What, exactly, did Innis say again?” Quinn asked.

      Fitz closed his eyes, thinking about what Innis had said to the crew when he came back for his sword. “He said he knew exactly what game Grace was playin’ and warned us not to fall fer it. He told us what Grace was tryin’ to do and let us know he was leavin’ only temporarily and fer us not to fall prey to Grace’s trap of believin’ that ya have no loyalty to our men.”

      “He said this was his decision and his alone.” Tavish turned to look at Quinn. “She is not the captain we once kenned.”

      “No, I’m afraid she’s not. Something changed her, Tavish. When I look into her eyes, all I see is red-hot anger, and I don’t know if it happened when she thought we were drowned or when she was in prison or––”

      “Or when she thought ya were dead.”

      Quinn watched as the Malendroke got smaller and smaller. “I suppose it could be all of those together, eh?”

      “Aye, lad. Ya can never ken with a woman, but one thing is certain. Ya’ve hurt her to the deepest part of her soul, and sometimes that’s a wound that never heals.”

      Maggie wrapped her arm around Quinn’s waist. “I think you’re both missing the real reason she has changed. She does not know if her boy is alive or dead. She needs to be a captain, a leader, and a mother all at the same time. She is probably beside herself with worry and all sorts of other emotions.”

      Quinn’s heart ached. She wished she’d never said anything about removing Grace’s head from her shoulders. It felt wrong threatening a friend . . . even one who had moved her to the enemy column.

      “Callaghan has a wee bit of a bad habit of angerin’ the women who love him.”

      “Tavish, when are you gonna start referrin’ to Callaghan as she?”

      “Never?”

      Maggie chuckled. “That’s what I thought.” To Quinn she said, “Everyone has their own journey to take, Callaghan. Think of this as one in which you and Grace must travel separately.”

      “I don’t mind separation, Maggie, but I’ve made an enemy of a dear friend, and that leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.”

      “It’d be more bitter if Innis hadn’t explained why we shouldn’t take offense for you leaving him with Grace.”

      Tavish snickered. “Who’da thought Innis, of all people, would take such care and caution with yer reputation?”

      Quinn nodded as the Malendroke disappeared from sight. She and Innis had started out enemies—now look at them. She could only shake her head in wonder.

      Fitz took the steps two at a time. “The men have been given the plan, Callaghan. All we gotta do now is drop off Tavish and the missus to deliver the king’s message.”

      “And the glaigh?”

      “Will go with Tavish. It appears we needed them not.”

      Quinn shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong, Fitz. We needed them a great deal. I believe Grace would have boarded us if we hadn’t shown her our strength in them. Those warriors’ presence possibly saved a lot of bloodshed.”

      “I agree, lad. Now, it’s time fer them to get back to the land they love and start leavin’ English heads.”

      Quinn waited for someone to mention Evan. When no one did, she felt a combined sense of relief and sadness. “You’re right, Tavish, and I think sending them with you would be a great plan.”

      “What about ya, Callaghan? What will ya do once ya drop us off in Scotland?”

      “Well, we have to pay our dues to Lady Killigrew first, so there’s a wee bit of plundering and pirating that needs be done before we send you on your way. Once we have enough to pay her back, we’ll return to Ireland to establish our home base.”

      “Not Galway, then?” Fitz asked.

      Quinn shook her head. “Lady Killgrew first. We’ll get Tavish and the glaigh horses and supplies.”

      “Verra well then. I’ll let the crew know.”

      Quinn held her face up to the partially blocked sun and closed her eyes.

      Somehow, someway, she would get Innis back and make amends with Grace O’Malley . . . because she knew if she didn’t, she would forever be looking over her shoulder, and that would never do.
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* * *

      “I’m afraid Elizabeth has signed Mary’s death warrant.”

      Quinn stared openly at Lady Killigrew. “What? No. Are you certain?”

      They had just stepped off the Emerald, the glaigh happy to be safely on land once again. The galloglaigh had been as calm as they could be on the ship, but they were land warriors and fighters, not seamen.

      “She is due to be executed day after tomorrow.”

      “How can ya be so sure?” Tavish asked. He stood holding Maggie’s hand.

      “I pay well for spies at both courts,” Lady Klligrew replied, not taking her eyes off Quinn. “And one thing is certain: Mary will be executed.”

      Maggie pulled Tavish back to her. “Lady Killigrew, my husband here is a Scot who has his mind and heart set on doing everything he can to save the queen. Are you certain your sources are infallible?”

      Lady Killigrew shifted her gaze from Quinn to Maggie. “I wish, at times, they were not so correct, but they are seldom wrong and never bring me rumors. Ever.”

      Quinn held her hand up to cease any more questions. “Milady, we have brought enough gold to repay you for your kindness in procuring this ship for our older Fortune Teller. I believe it is more than sufficient for the ship and provisions you were kind enough to stock it with.” Quinn handed her a bulging purse filled with coins.

      Taking the purse, Lady Killigrew said, “A pirate of her word. Imagine that. So, what can I do for you, Captain?”

      The answer to that question came two hours later when Lady Killigrew’s men arrived with twenty horses and more than enough food and whiskey for three times the men waiting to be fed.

      Tavish had wanted to leave to leave immediately, but cooler head prevailed—that head being Maggie’s.

      When the banquet was laid out and the crew eating, drinking, and singing songs. Quinn Lady Killigrew, and Maggie sat apart from the ribaldry and made plans.

      “Your husband needs to know the very real danger of trying to free Mary this time around. If he’s caught, he will surely hang.”

      Maggie sipped her whiskey and nodded once. “My husband isn’t one to back away from any cause he sees as just, simply because of a fear of hanging.”

      Lady Killigrew tossed her head back and laughed. “Oh dear, I believe our husbands are night and day. Mind is too cowardly to step foot into a brawl.”

      “While mine will jump in with both feet.”

      Quinn finished her whiskey in one big gulp. “So that’ll be it, then? Mary will be executed and Elizabeth will take over Scotland?”

      Lady Killigrew frowned and shook her head. “Oh, I don’t believe Elizabeth can do that right now; no. Baby James will have the throne and Elizabeth will rule by proxy, is my guess. We are all doomed to fall under English rule, Captain. It is only a matter of time.”

      “Not Ireland,” Quinn said, pouring herself another goblet of whiskey.

      “I wish that were true,” Lady Killigrew said, “but your country is so clan divided, it is dying from the inside out. It is only a matter of time until Elizabeth takes full advantage of that.”

      “Not to mention the rift between Catholics and pagans,” Maggie added softly. “There is little stability in Ireland at the moment.”

      “Add to that no real navy to speak of, and your beautiful isle is ripe for the picking.”

      Quinn slammed back half of the goblet, feeling the burn as the fiery liquid slid down her throat. From the moment her foot hit land, all she could think about was Evan. Should she try to find her? Was she safe? Where did she go?

      For his part, Lake did not appear the least bit anxious about finding her. When Quinn asked what his plans were, he merely stated he would accompany Tavish to Fotheringhay Castle, where Mary of Scotland resided now under English guards. After that, he did not have any plans.

      “What about Evan? Surely you––”

      “If Evan wished to be found, he would be. I’ll not waste my time searchin’ fer a ghost.”

      A ghost?

      Was that all Evan was now? A ghost? A memory? An intangible part of their past?

      Quinn lifted the goblet to her lips and took several large gulps, draining it dry. As she reached for the decanter, Maggie lightly touched Quinn’s wrist. “You might want to take a breath, Callaghan. That’s a lot of drink inside you.”

      Quinn opened her mouth to reply before slowly pulling her hand back.

      “I best make sure everything goes well with the meal,” Lady Killigrew said as she rose. “It has been a long time since I’ve entertained, and I do believe I’ve forgotten my manners. I’ll send the servant over with more food for you both.”

      When Lady Killigrew was gone, Maggie leaned closer to Quinn. “You’re drunk, Callaghan.”

      Quinn shook her head. “Nah. I’m getting there, though.”

      Taking one of Quinn’s hands in hers, Maggie gave it a quick squeeze. “Lake might sound insensitive to you, my dear, but he knows Evan better than ennaone, including you. What . . . whatever is going on within her is a pain only she can deal with. You cannot save her from the demons she must be wrestling with, no matter how much you wish to.”

      Quinn tried to focus on the table of partying men, but she was already succumbing to the drink. Blurry around the edges, her vision seemed to worsen with every passing moment.

      “Callaghan?” Tavish asked as he moved in behind Maggie.

      “He’s had a bit more whiskey than he’s used to drinking.” Maggie explained, rising. “I’ll see if the lady needs any help. I’ll leave you to it.”

      Tavish nodded as he accepted a kiss on the cheek from his wife. “Don’t be long. Callaghan is more than a handful when pissed.”

      After Maggie was gone, Tavish sat across a small table from Quinn, his elbows on his knees. “Well, lad, it’s lookin’ like yer gonna be on yer hands and knees before long. Come on. Let’s go get ya some fresh air.” Tavish rose and helped Quinn to her feet.

      Wobbly was an understatement. Quinn felt like she was on someone else’s legs. “Tavish? I can’t really feel my legs.”

      “That’s not the only thing ya won’t be feelin’, lad.” Helping Quinn out the door, Tavish kicked it closed with the heel of his boot.

      “There’s two moons,” Quinn said. The whiskey had saturated her now, and she knew it was only a matter of time before she succumbed completely. “Tavish?”

      Tavish sat her down on a bench overlooking the dock. The waves gently lapped at the pier while a small bell dinged in the distance. “Aye, lad?”

      “My heart’s broken. Again.”

      Tavish did not sit on the bench next to Quinn but stood with his back to her, hands clasped behind him, “So it would seem.”

      “I want to help her—to go find her—to do something, ennathing to bring her some solace, but I can’t, can I?”

      Tavish stood like a statue as he gazed out at the water.

      “I’m cursed.”

      Tavish did not reply so Quinn rose, vomited, then quickly sat back down. “Fuck.”

      Turning at the sound of her vomiting, Tavish pulled a clean handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

      Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand first, Quinn then used the handkerchief. Her stomach churned over and over. “Gulping whiskey . . . is a very bad . . . plan.”

      Tavish chuckled as he knelt in front of her. “Aye, but then a broken heart seldom sips.”

      Quinn laughed out loud. “Good one, Tavish. Can I quote you on that?”

      “Ya can if ya can remember, lad.” Tavish set his hand on top of Quinn’s knee. “Truth to tell, lad. Ya got a fistful of reasons to want to get drunk.”

      “I didn’t know you were so . . . poetic, you goddamn Scot.”

      Tavish grinned. “Fer bein’ together our seven years, lad, there’s a wee bit ya doona ken about ol’ Tavish.”

      “I ken enough, aye?”

      He chuckled “Aye.”

      Quinn stared up at the two moons. They reminded her of her and Evan: One could see they were moons, but no one could really touch them. “Tavish?”

      “Aye, lad. Still here.”

      Quinn moved her eyes from the moon to Tavish’s dark silhouette. There were two of him as well. “Did you ever just give up on love?”

      Moments drifted by before Tavish finally answered. “I loved a young lass once. Loved her hard and with all me might.”

      Quinn leaned forward thinking she might just vomit once more.

      “We spoke of marriage and family. We both wanted barriers, a quiet life, and time just to lay under the stars together.”

      It seems to Quinn that even the waves stopped to listen, and the dinging bell quieted its chime to hear his tale.

      “She was a bonnie lass to be sure. Everra man in the village would ha’ wanted to be her beau.”

      “But she chose you.”

      Even through the dim, Quinn could see him grin of resemblance. “Aye. She chose me. Poor choice it was. She could ha’ had ennaone she wanted, but she loved me, aye she did.”

      The vomit did not come, though Quinn knew she was getting drunker with every passing second.

      “Problem was, one of them who wanted her was a son of an English lord passin’ through our village.”

      Quinn’s gut tightened.

      Tavish rose and turned his face toward the wind. “The fuckin’ lord made her father an offer he didna refuse.”

      “Oh, Tavish,” Quinn felt the sting of tears in her eyes.

      “The night before she left, she swore to me she would always be mine and that she would never love another. She cried while I held her. I kenned in my heart I would never love another as much as I loved her.” He inhaled deeply. “Next mornin’ they packed her things into the carriage as I stood silently by. My father swore he would whip me right there in front of her if I so much as said a word.”

      “That is so sad.”

      “Aye. So I stood there like a mute, just lookin’ at her, tryin’ to memorize every curve of her face.” He paused and exhaled. “That’s when the young arsehole walked up to me, leaned in and whispered, ya come after her, I’ll slit her sweet throat.”

      Quinn’s hand went to her throat.

      “So I memorized his face as well.”

      “You didn’t say anything to him?”

      “I would have, but me da cleared his throat to remind me of the whippin’ he’d give me in fronta me girl, so I stood in dishonorable silence until they were outta sight.” He turned back to Quinn. “That was when I walked over to me da and whispered to him, if he ever even thought about raisin’ more than his voice to me, I’d feed his fat carcass to the hogs.”

      Quinn’s mouth dropped open. “No! Really?”

      “Aye. I left the village the next mornin’ with nothin’ but the clothes on my back and me da’s sword in my hand.”

      “Oh no. You didn’t.”

      “Go after her? Aye. I was a coward once, lad, but I would not be a second time. Only problem was the lord’s sentry all along the road. The first one I saw beat the shite outta me. I remember poundin’ him once in the face, and he laughed in mine. ‘Is that all ya got, boy?’ he mocked before knockin’ me out. When I came to, I was in the back of a wagon trussed up like a pig, headin’ in the opposite direction. Took me three days to free myself from the highwaymen they’d paid to take me to the border. By the time I was free, they were dead, and me girl was long gone.”

      Quinn’s tears fell, not from the words, but from the incredibly sad tone in Tavish’s voice.

      “I had no girl, no family, no pride, no work. Nothin’ but me hands, so I took work on a farm. In a year’s time, I went from skinny lad to full-grown man.”

      “Is that where you learned how to knock a man out with one punch?”

      He nodded. “Aye. Two of the hands there would often bet who could knock a cow out with one punch.”

      Quinn started chuckling. “A cow?”

      “Aye. It’s harder than ya think, lad. Much harder. Took me dozens of tries, but when I finally did, it was time fer me to go, so I hired myself out as a guard to an English family.”

      “Not Fiona?”

      “Oh no, that came much later. Much much later. I had a lot of fights and anger to disperse before Lord Moynihan found me.”

      “And you never loved another? I mean . . . until Maggie?”

      He shook his head, or at least, that’s what Quinn thought he did. She couldn’t tell. The whiskey was her master now, and she bent to the side to vomit once more.

      “Come on, lad. There’s a bed downstairs. Yer gonna need to sleep this off.” Tavish helped her to her feet, where she stood unsteadily.

      “But you love Maggie, right?”

      “Aye, lad, I do. I love her the way a man loves a woman. I loved Myra like a boy loves a girl.”

      She nodded as she put her arm across his shoulders and let him practically carry her to the bed.

      When she laid down on her back, she reached from him as he turned to leave. “Tavish?”

      “Aye?”

      “Did your heart ever heal?”

      A long moment went by before he shook his head. “A heart never heals, lad, it just keeps beatin’, wounds and all.”
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* * *

      Quinn woke up, startled to hear nothing but the gulls yakking. As soon as she sat up, she regretted it—her head pounded sending sharp pains through her temples and eyes.

      She allowed herself to fall back in the bed, eyes closed. “My . . . god.”

      Opening one eye, she could barely focus so she closed it again.

      Why was it so quiet?

      What time was it?

      Quinn felt strangely out of time.

      Rolling on her side, she tried remembering the events of the night before.

      Tavish had told her a story about . . .  “Tavish?” Quinn yelled.

      Nothing.

      Slowly hanging her feet off the bed, Quinn took several breaths before opening her eyes. “Come on, Callaghan. You can do this.” Standing, Quinn thought her legs might fail her.

      Before she could take a step, the door swung open. It was Maggie. “Had a rough time of it, eh, Callaghan?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever drank so much whiskey in the whole of my life.”

      “Aye. Gulping Scottish whiskey is never a good idea.”

      “Why is it so quiet? Where is everybody?”

      Maggie inhaled through her nose.

      “What? Don’t tell me—”

      “Aye. Tavish and Lake left at dawn with the glaigh.”

      “What? Goddamn them. They knew––”

      “That you’d want to join them. It’s not your fight anymore, my dear. They all know that. This is for the Scots to deal with.”

      Quinn walked out into the main hall and squinted at the bright sunlight. “Not. My. Fight?”

      “No. You’ve done enough for the queen of Scotland. Angering Elizabeth when you are starting anew is bad idea—a bad idea indeed. My husband knew that, so he and Lake took the horses and headed for Fotheringhay, though I sincerely doubt they will reach her in time.” Maggie helped Quinn walk over to one of the long banquet tables. It had been recently cleaned of the mess they made of it last night.

      “He should have said something to me.”

      “Before or after you got drunk?” Maggie sat down next to her. “My dear, I daresay that man loves you as much as he loves me. He would never knowingly place you in danger. Besides, since when did he ever do as he was told?”

      Quinn closed her eyes. “Hardly ever.”

      “Aye. This time is no exception.”

      “Did they . . . did they at least have a plan?”

      “Oh, aye. They’d be collecting Scots and mercenaries all along the way. We can only hope they reach her in time.”

      Quinn locked eyes with Maggie. “You’re scared for him.”

      Maggie smiled softly. “Of course I am. He is running headfirst into a den of lions, but that’s what makes him Tavish McGee.”

      Quinn felt her belly rumble. “Just Scots went?”

      “Oh, aye. Tavish made it clear. Fitz has the men cleaning the Emerald in case you want to set sail as soon as they return. That Fitz is a good man.”

      Quinn rubbed her temples. “Did any of them say anything about Innis leaving?”

      Maggie shook her head. “Not that I overhead. The men know the story, my dear, and they support you every bit as much as they did Grace.”

      “Did they . . . last night . . . ”

      “See you drunk? No. Tavish brought you in here and got your boots off. Besides, they were too drunk themselves.”

      “And Lady Killigrew?”

      Maggie shifted in her chair. “She’s an odd one. Sort of like trying to hold sand. I can see why she is so prolific at dealing with stolen goods. One never really knows where she stands. This morning, she left for business. Seanie followed her to make sure she wasn’t setting a trap of some kind.”

      “Is she?”

      “I suppose we’d already know that by now, aye?”

      Quinn nodded. “I shouldn’t have had so much to drink.”

      Maggie took Quinn’s hand in hers. “My dear, you’ve suffered a great many losses in recent months, not the least of which is your friendship with Grace. Give yourself a moment to let your walls down, Callaghan. You’re hurting, to be sure.”

      Grace.

      Quinn never imagined they would be on opposite ends of the sword, but Grace had changed. A great deal.

      So had Quinn.

      These rapscallions were not just crew members on board her pirate ship. No, they were much more than that. They were family.

      Her family.

      And if Grace wasn’t going to protect them, by god, she would.

      “Grace made her choices,” Quinn said, motioning to one of the servants. “And if I made mine again, I’d make the same decision under the circumstances.”

      “Well then. There you have it. These men? They’d give their life for you, and they know you’d do the same for them. Rest assured, they’d have a keen eye out for Evan.”

      Quinn’s head whipped around. “Did Lake say something?”

      “Not him. I overheard is few of the cuidich mention it. They’ve not forgotten their kin, my dear. You have to trust that.”

      When the servant came over, Quinn asked for bread and porridge.

      “So, what now, Captain?” Maggie asked. “Now that you’ve managed to skirt around Grace’s anger, where will you go next?”

      “If they cannot save Mary, Scotland will fall. Ireland will need all her people to come together if we are to stave Elizabeth off.”

      “Then back to Ireland with you?”

      Quinn thought about lying for a brief moment before shaking her head. “No. I am not leaving here without Evan.”

      Maggie’s eyebrows shot up.

      “I won’t do what Grace did. I will not risk the men on my own personal search.”

      “They’ll not likely leave without you.”

      Quinn nodded. “I realize that, they will.”

      The servant girl smiled at Quinn as she set the porridge down.

      “You have a plan then?”

      “A plan?” Quinn grinned. “Something like that.”
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* * *

      After inspecting the ship, Quinn addressed the entire crew on the deck.

      “It is time, lads, for us to return to Ireland.”

      The crew cheered. Quinn let them go at it until it died down.

      “Whether or not Tavish and the glaigh can save Queen Mary is a moot point. This is not our fight any longer, and its time you all went home to see your families and wenches.”

      More cheering.

      One Eye waited for the cheers to abate before asking, “Ya all, Captain?”

      Quinn nodded. “Lady Killigrew and I have some business to attend that could take weeks. I’ll not keep you here while that happens. You are to sail home under Fitz and One Eye’s command. When my business has concluded, I will join you.

      The deck was eerily quiet.

      “I hate to ask such a ridiculous question, Captain, but where, exactly, is home? Ya can’t mean Galway.”

      Shaking her head, Quinn inhaled deeply. “I do not. While I do not have anything as fancy as a castle like Captain O’Malley. I do have an estate not far from Dublin. You’re all welcome to call it home.”

      The men looked around at each other, confused.

      “A year or so after joining you rascals, I bought a manor in disrepair. Well, it is no longer in disrepair and is now in need of a family to fill it. For better or worse, you are all my family.”

      Slight chuckles.

      “Captain? Are ya sayin’ we can live there?”

      “Live, drink, sleep, eat, all of it, aye. I know it’s a bit far from Galway, but we don’t need to be running into the Malendroke every time we want to go home. You will have plenty of time to get to Galway by land if you have to.” Quinn hesitated and scanned the crew. She could not get a read on any of them.

      “Does this manor have a name?” one of the men from the back asked.

      “Aye it does. She’s called Sea Urchin.”

      The men rejoiced at the name.

      “Are there any more questions, lads? You’ll have good food, average ale, and superb relations with the many fine women coming to and from Dublin. What more could you ask for?”

      Quinn watched as the men hung their arms around each other’s shoulders and continued to cheer.

      When the cheering finally died down, she finished. “Fitz will be in charge unless and until Innis manages to find is way free of the Mal. Take the week off. Get to know your surroundings. Find any weaknesses around the manor and fix ’em. Treat it like a fortress. We’re gonna need a secure place on land to rest our heads. Make it secure. Make it home. I’ll be back in a week’s time to see to it you’ve done what I told you to do.”

      When the men finally dispersed. One Eye ambled over to the bottom of the steps and looked up at Quinn with his one good eye. “A week, ya say?”

      She nodded.

      “And what’ll ya have us do if yer not back by week’s end?”

      Quinn did not look away. “Get them back on the water and plunder some hapless ship. Just stay away from England and from Grace.”

      One Eye ran his hand over his stubble. “Aye that, Callaghan. It’ll take Grace a long time to get over our betrayal.”

      “She may never.”

      He blew out a breath. “Takin’ Innis like that says a lot about her state of mind, Callaghan I’m afraid she’s not done with ya . . . with us.”

      Quinn looked out at the sea. “Aye. On that, I couldn’t agree more.”

      Watching the Emerald pull away with her crew on board was much harder than Quinn thought it would be. It was like watching her house float away with all of her family on board.

      “You love them,” Maggie said quietly from beside her.

      “More than I care to, aye. Bag of dicks, they are.”

      Maggie chuckled. “That they are, but they’re your dicks now, my dear, and to a man, they would––” Maggie’s sentence was cut short as a rider came in hard.

      It was Seanie, and he was riding his frothing mount into the ground. “Thank the goddess!” Seanie yelled, slowing his steed to an abrupt halt before jumping off.

      Quinn and Maggie exchanged glances.

      “I thought I mighta missed ya.” Striding up to Quinn, he bowed slightly to Maggie.

      “Maggie tells me you followed the lady?”

      “Aye, though my dark thoughts were not in line with hers.”

      “Tell me.”

      Seanie wiped mud off his face before replying. “Lady Killigrew received word this morning that a ghost glaigh was killing the Englishmen at the border encampments.”

      Quinn’ s stomach jumped. “Ghost glaigh?”

      He nodded once. “Aye. It is what we call a lone warrior who attacks the enemy from within the shadows.”

      “And you think––”

      “It’s possibly Evan, aye. The scout only said that the glaigh was small and quick. If it’s not him, I don’t ken who it would be.”

      Quinn’s heart raced. “Where is Lady Killigrew now?”

      “She has business in the town center and bade me to ride hard to let ya ken. We have naught to fear from her.”

      Maggie grabbed Quinn’s arm. “You cannot just run off without help, my dear. Can you not wait for Tavish and the others to get back?”

      “She is not alone, missus. Laing is right behind me. We’ll accompany her to the border.”

      “And then what? The three of you are going to take on Border Reivers?”

      Quinn studied Seanie a moment before shaking her head. “No, Maggie. The three of us are not . . . but Quinn Gallagher and her two man servants will.”

      Maggie frown lifted. “Oh, I see.”

      Quinn smiled. “Do you? Because in less than half an hour, we’ll be leaving you to tell the lady where we went and thank her for her hospitality. Then we are off.”

      “And Tavish? What should I tell my husband when he returns?”

      Quinn put her hands on Maggie’s shoulders. “You’ll not need to tell him anything, my friend. He’ll already know by the look in your eyes that you could not stop me.”

      “Nor would he have expected me, to. Very well then. Let’s get you dressed into that gown you so hate. Seanie? You and Laing will have to root around in that cellar of hers and see if you can find some of those nice English clothes.”

      “Aye. I’ll ride back to see what’s keepin’ Laing.”

      When Seanie was gone, Maggie pulled Quinn closer. “I wish there were an easier way to say this, my dear, but there isn’t, so I’ll just say it. You are risking your life and those boys’ lives going after a woman who doesn’t wish to be found. They ought to give her the same respect they would want if something dark and horrific happened to them.”

      “She’s lost in her darkness, Maggie. I have to do something.”

      “Do you? Have you ever thought there is nothing anyone can do for her? It’s up to her to do what she must do. You cannot save her, my dear.”

      “But she saved me.”

      “Aye, she did. This is not a time for quid pro quo. She needs you to leave her be. You see, the glaigh are a very special breed. Giving up her life for yours would have been an honorable way to die. Being beat and savaged by those men was not. They have taken from her what only she can get back. You’d do well to remember that before you make contact with her. Trust me, my dear. She is no longer the woman you once knew. Prepare yourself for that.”

      “I will. I have. But nothing can keep me from her. Honor be damned, Maggie. If she’s out there and needs me, I’m not going to sit around waiting for her permission.”

      True to her word, Quinn and the two warriors headed to the border on three horses, riding hard into the belly of a beast they all knew only too well.

      They set camp at sundown, only a mile or two ride from the border. Neither man said much as they made camp, and it wasn’t until Laing was lightly snoring that Seanie said he would take first watch.

      “Seanie?”

      “Aye?” Seanie knelt in front of the campfire, the shadows dancing across his face.

      “Am I doing the wrong thing?”

      He frowned. “In goin’ after young Evan? Aye, but there are times in everra laoch cuidich’s life when he has to prove to himself and his warrior that he is truly ready fer battle—truly prepared to be a galloglaigh. This is what Evan is doin’.”

      Quinn leaned closer, her elbows on her knees. “To prove himself to whom? Lake?”

      He nodded. “To Lake. To the other glass. To himself. Mostly to himself. If the ghost is Evan, then he is clearly tryin’ to heal himself by taking his vengeance, as we all would.”

      “Alone?”

      “Aye. Always alone, Callaghan. What young Evan is doin’ is the dangerous sort of attack. Alone, strikin’ from the shadows with no one but yerself? Oh, aye. It is as foolish as it is dangerous.”

      Quinn closed her eyes and nodded. “Thank you. And thank you for coming.”

      “Evan and Lake are the best people I ken, Callaghan. They’d do no less fer me.”

      As Seanie walked away, Quinn went over and over her plan in her head. What they needed was answers. What they would have to do is kill for them.

      Both were easy enough to come by, but could she pull it off without Evan being any the wiser?

      Rising, Quinn moved silently through the bush to her horse. Pulling out her pirate clothes she quickly changed. As she turned to go back to camp, she ran straight into Laing.

      “Seanie thought ya’d sneak away, Captain.”

      “I was just going to scout the first encampment,” Quinn said.

      “Not alone, yer not. Look, man, we both ken what is happenin’ here, and we didna agree to escort ya to the battle. We came to fight. Lettin’ us fight is the least ya can do.”

      Quinn felt her burden melt away. “Then let’s get Seanie and see what sort of damage we can do before sunrise.”

      Laing’s face split into a grin.

      Seanie came out of the shadows. “Sometimes, Captain, ya ferget who we are and what we do. I say it’s high time we spilt some English blood.”

      And that was the beginning of the bloodbath Quinn began against the Reivers.

      The first thing she did was wear her dress over her pirate clothes. Then she slid a dagger between her breasts. Once she looked feminine enough, she and the two young laoch cuidich walked the horses to a meadow and tied them to a small tree just on the perimeter.

      “In and out, boys,” Quinn said. “No doubt they have sentries or other guards who will return to that camp. We have to be long gone before then.”

      Seanie nodded. “We’re ready, Callaghan, to remove these bloody bastards from our homeland.”

      “You both know the plan. Not a moment before you hear me, aye?”

      They both nodded. “Aye.”

      “See you shortly, fellas.” Hiking up her dress, Quinn made her way through the forested area favored by the Reivers. Try as she might, she could not shake the images of Evan beneath the filthy hands of the Englishmen who had brutalized her.

      “I’ll find you, Evan,” she said to herself. “And we’ll fix this.”

      When the glow from their campsite illuminated the darkness, Quinn stopped to catch her breath before pulling her layers of skirt up higher. Then, taking a deep breath, she took off running for the camp, yelling for someone to help her.

      Immediately, the camp came to life and three English Reivers ran to her.

      “What are you doing out in this dark mess, missus?”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Are you being followed?”

      “Yes,” Quinn answered, pretending to swoon. “My caravan was attacked by Scottish highwaymen. I managed to escape, but those thieves chased me into the woods. I—”

      “How many?”

      “Five? Six? It’s hard to say. I’ve been running all day.” Quinn smiled inwardly. Her English was impeccable.

      One man called for the captain, while another offered her water.

      A third glared at her suspiciously. “You been running all day you say?”

      Quinn sipped her water and looked him right in the eyes. “All day and into the evening.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Fiona Moynihan. My father is Lord Moynihan.”

      The glarer turned and intercepted the captain, whispering something as he did. When the captain nodded, he strode over to Queen even as half a dozen men took off in the direction she’d come.

      “Lady Moynihan?” the captain asked, bowing. “I understand you are here under the most unfortunate circumstances. Please. Join me in my tent where you can sit and rest. You are safe here.”

      Quinn nodded demurely and followed him into his tent.

      “I am Captain Ellsworth,” he said, bowing again. He was a tall, angular fellow with a horse face and dead lady hands. If he was a captain, it wasn’t in any army Quinn had ever seen.

      Quinn sat at the small wooden table and set her water in the center of it. He sat and lit a second candle. “My second tells me you are Lord Moynihan’s wife.”

      Quinn saw this for the trap it was. “He is mistaken, sir. I am Fiona Moynihan, his daughter. My mother passed when I was a young girl. Are you sure we are safe here? Those horrible men––”

      “Will be dead within the hour, Lady Moynihan. Rest assured, you are quite safe here.” Leaning forward, he smiled a disingenuous grin. “How is England treating your father these days?”

      “My father is in Ireland, sir.”

      This seemed to appease the captain. “Ah yes! I do remember hearing about that. Very well.”

      “Yes, I was on my way to his land in Scotland before returning home.”

      “It is a dangerous world for a woman such as yourself to travel by carriage. The Scottish highwaymen are everywhere.”

      And yet, Quinn thought, you are the greatest threat.

      “I heard the Scots send out ghosts to attack. Who does such a thing?”

      “These filthy Highlanders, milady.”

      “Of course it is. One man cannot destroy an entire English camp no matter how good he is. It is merely a rumor started by the Scots in a vain attempt to strike fear into the hearts of fearless men. There is nothing to fear from a lone Scotsman, be they galloglaigh or Scottish clansmen.”

      “That is so reassuring. Thank you.” Quinn placed her hand over her chest, right about where her dagger lay.

      “We keep these borders free and clear of the likes of them.”

      Quinn sighed heavily. “The likes of them being the hard-working Scots who just wish to keep their way of life?”

      The captain’s face registered his deep seated anger at this, and he pushed away the table to stand.

      Quinn rose as well.

      “I daresay, madam, I did not suspect you to be a sympathizer. Our conversation is over.” He called out to his second. “Come retrieve the lady and escort her to our . . . special holding area.” When he returned his attention to Quinn, he had one second to glance down at the dagger in her hand that slit his throat.

      He tried crying out as he grabbed his gaping throat.

      “The last words you’re going to hear, you bastard, are these: Long live Mary, Queen of Scots, and all her royal subjects.”

      Just as the captain fell to the ground, the tent flap opened to reveal the second. Quinn grabbed him by the front of the shirt and yanked him into the tent. He got two steps in when she rammed her dagger up into his ribcage.

      “Special holding area, my ass,” she growled, pushing harder.

      He flailed, trying to wrap his hands around her neck to no avail.

      When she pulled the bloody dagger out, she shoved him to the ground, where he bled out and died.

      Quinn wiped her bloody hand of on his clothes, put her fingers to her mouth, and whistled loudly. Then, she opened the flap and called for help.

      “They’re fighting over me! Help!”

      Several of the men looked helplessly at each other before two jumped up and ran toward the tent.

      Putting the dagger back, she reached down for the captain’s sword and brought it up just in time to kill the first man through the door.

      The second wasn’t so easy.

      Seeing the dead men already on the ground, he stopped just short of her sword tip, his own sword already out and at the ready.

      “What . . . have you done?”

      “Killed these men. Yes. And I shall kill you as well, but I’ll give you one chance to stay alive.”

      He raised his sword and laughed. “You think a mere woman can beat me?”

      “Oh, I’m no mere woman, I assure you, and if you touch your sword to mine, you’re going to find out just what I am with your life.”

      He raised his sword to within inches of Quinn’s. “Then prepare to show me.”

      In one smooth, continuous motion, Quinn batted his sword away with hers while pulling the dagger out from between her breasts.

      She jammed it in the soft part of the under chin and through the roof of his mouth. “I gave you fair warning.”

      Gurgling blood, he dropped to his knees, kneeling over on his side, blood running from his mouth.

      Quinn could hear the mayhem outside and briefly wondered what Seanie and Laing were up to.

      Whipping back the flap, Quinn watched as the two laoch cuidich came out from the shadows, bloody swords making quick work of the remaining men still defending their camp.

      The Reivers were all dead in under a minute.

      “The six they sent out will be back shortly.” Seanie said.

      “Aye. Let’s pile those around camp in the captain’s tent. Find two whose size is close to your own, and wear their clothes.”

      Seanie and Laing did as they were told while Quinn made her way to a cage that appeared empty at first. When she came up on it, she found a young boy in his teens lying on his stomach on the ground.

      “Are you all right?” Quinn asked.

      “They . . . dead?”

      Quinn looked over her shoulder before locking eyes with him. “Very. You are safe––”

      “Dermott.”

      “Well, Dermott, you’re clearly not glaigh, nor are you a cuidich.”

      The boy sat up. The cage was too short for him to stand. “No, missus. I’m just a farmhand from the lowlands. One of the men has . . . ” he glanced down. “an unnatural taste for young flesh.”

      Quinn felt her heart skip. She understood the horrors he’d been put through. “Who has the key?”

      “A bald man who was run through over there.”

      Quickly grabbing the key off the dead, bald man, she unlocked the cage and helped the boy out.

      “My father will wish to thank you for aiding his only son, missus.”

      “There is but one payment I need from you, Dermott.”

      “Aye? We do not have much.”

      “It is not what you have, lad. It is what you can do for me.”

      And then Quinn filled him in with a request for his services before sending him on his way.

      “How do we look?” Seanie asked when Dermott ran off.

      Quinn smiled as she studied the two Scotts who now looked like Reivers. “Like I wish to kill you both.”

      All three of them laughed, and when the six Reivers returned to camp to find only two Reivers sitting at the fire with English woman, they never even had a chance to pull their weapons, the three struck so quickly.

      When all was said and done, nearly thirty Reivers lost their lives that night at camp.

      “Well, Callaghan,” Seanie said, “ya’ve set the next move in play. I only hope it doesn’t blow up in our faces.”

      The next two nights were nearly exact replicas of the first night, with the exception of Laing taking a knife to the hip and Seanie losing a tooth to an errant sword handle. Quinn had thought the cuidich fought well—these two men were killing machines who were as silent as they were efficient.

      Trouble was, she had grown very fond of them both and she knew she would eventually have to cut them loose to return to their galloglaigh.

      “I’ve a good feelin’ in me bones about this next camp, Callaghan,” Laing said, not looking up from the examination of his wound. All of the cuidich Quinn had ever met were well versed in the healing application of simple ingredients and potions. The light-green paste he was applying now was one such ingredient.

      “Do you now? By my count, we’ve killed upwards of fifty Reivers. Surely by now the camps have doubled up on security.”

      “Double, triple, it’s all the same to me, Captain,” Seanie replied as he sharpened his broad sword with a stone. “Doesn’t seem to matter none whether they ken we’re comin’. Ill-prepared they are, and they’re payin’ a pretty price fer it.”

      On that score, Quinn could not disagree. The Reivers were sloppy drunks, below-average fighters, and desperately out of wind. These men were no soldiers, and it showed. Killing them had been like shooting fish in a barrel.

      “Aye, there are,” Laing replied. “I could almost feel bad fer killin’ them bastards until I remember who they are and what they want.”

      Or what they took, Quinn thought. These criminals and lowlives had taken Evan’s pride from her, and as a result, they’d made it nearly impossible for Evan to return to Quinn until she had finished with her retribution.

      “We keep going at these bloody bastards until we find Evan,” Quinn said, staring into the crackling fire. “And we’re close. Believe me. We’re very close.”

      Sean rose and sheathed his sword. “I’m ready, Callaghan.”

      Laing pulled his shirt down and his drawers up and rose as well. “Aye. Same plan, then?”

      “No. Let’s shift it to Plan B in the event the Reivers’s camps have communicated. We’ll not fall into any traps.”

      The two men nodded simultaneously.

      “Good. Then stay safe, lads, and come out swinging.”

      Half an hour later, Quinn was on the opposite side of camp wearing her pirate clothes. Last night, she’d played the helpless English lady. That night before that, she was the lord of an Irish manor in Northern Ireland.

      Tonight, she was Plan B: an Irish pirate trying to make it back to her ship.

      If they entered the camp at the nighttime, most of the men were either too drunk to fight well or tired from whoring to fight at all. Lambs to the slaughter they were, and Quinn realized very quickly that the Scottish people along the border believed the Reivers to all be as bad as those who had taken her and Evan.

      They were, of course, vile human beings, but they were as easy to kill as any man . . . especially at night.

      She’d felt no remorse for it, either. No remorse, no guilt, nothing but a deep, dark void within her begging to be filled with the blood of these vermin.

      Her disdain for them frightened even herself. If Quinn Gallagher was anywhere within her, she was buried deep beneath a hatred that branded her soul.

      And she was just fine with that.
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* * *

      When the two Scots left her to make their way to the other side of camp, Quinn knelt behind a small patch of bushes and kept her eyes trained on the sentry.

      She would slit his throat and move closer to the camp until there were just a few dozen paces for her to walk on in.

      It was always a gamble, entering a camp alone, but the English were so arrogant, so cocksure of themselves, that they never saw a lone man as a threat.

      And that had cost the Reivers dozens of lives.

      As Quinn started for her sword, a strong hand clamped around her mouth; the other grabbed her wrist.

      Before she could even struggle, something hit the back of her head, knocking her completely unconscious.

      When she came to, her head was throbbing, and she could barely focus on the torch hanging on the wall.

      Torch?

      Groaning, Quinn reached for the back of her head to find a large knot.

      “I got yer message, Cap, and ya shouldna be here.”

      Fully awake now, Quinn quickly sat up. “Evan?”

      From the shadows came the woman she’d been seeking. “I didna want ya to find me. Surely the men told ya as much.”

      “Then you shouldn’t leave such a bloody path.” Quinn rose unsteadily. “You were easy to find.”

      Evan did not move.

      She was thinner than when Quinn had last seen her, and her eyes were sunken, hollow, lifeless but for the rage burning in them.

      “Blood is all these bastards ken.” Her voice was bone-chilling cold. “Don’t come enna closer.”

      Quinn stopped, crestfallen. This was not the reunion she had envisioned. “Evan . . . ”

      “Evan is dead. To me. To ya. To Lake. To ennabody.”

      Quinn took another step closer. A sword tip rose inches from her chest. She did not even glance at it. “I know what happened to you feels like the end of the world, but it doesn’t have to be.”

      Evan tilted her head, but kept her sword up. “End of the world? No. No such melodrama, Cap. The end of Evan’s world, aye. I canna go back to being someone who canna even defend himself. I canna go back until I have bathed in their blood.”

      Quinn’s eyes welled up. “Evan . . . please. Let me help you through this.”

      “Help me? No one can help me, Cap. They broke me . . . broke Evan. Now I am nothin’ but a ghost—a ghost of retaliation, of vengeance. I care not if I live or die as long as I can take more of these bastards with me.”

      Quinn looked down at the sword now. This was not how she saw this playing out. She would just have to throw the gauntlet down. “I love you.”

      Evan’s eyes narrowed. “The person ya loved is dead, Cap. I am dead. I live fer one thing and one thing only: to spill Reiver blood on the dirt of my home until I have healed. Only by death can I live.”

      “Do you even hear yourself? That’s ridiculous.”

      “It is our way. I do not expect ya to understand.”

      “I know you love me, Evan. I know that . . . that what happened to you was a result of your love for me. You . . . you saved me. Please . . . let me return the favor.”

      Evan shook her head. “There is nothin’ left to save, Cap. I can never go back to who I once was. All I can do is fill the dark holes they made with their blood. I am alive only because of the drive for killin’ them. Otherwise, I’d be dead by now.”

      “But if they catch you––”

      “What more can they take from me, Cap? They tore away my dignity. My honor. My self-respect. They destroyed my confidence and belief in myself. What they did to my body was nothing compared to what they stole from my soul. So, let them catch me if they can. There’s little more they can do to me, but plenty I can do to them.”

      “But Lake and the others––”

      “Lake will understand.”

      “I think you’re wrong, Evan. I think he misses you very much.”

      “He misses a person who is no longer who he once kenned.” Evan lowered the tip of the sword slightly. “I did love ya, Cap, but I do so no longer.”

      Tears fell from Quinn’s lower lashes. “You don’t mean that.”

      “But I do. Love is not a feelin’ I have. Nor will I again. Like a wolf that spends its days and nights huntin’, I do not feel ennathin’ but the hunger fer their deaths.”

      Quinn stepped back away from the sword tip. Evan’s eyes may have been cold, but her words were even colder.

      “So this is it, then? The sum total of your life will be in the single-minded pursuit of shedding Reiver blood?”

      Evan stared at her a long, long time before slowly nodding. “Aye. Like I said. Ya canna understand. Yer Irish and ya have no idea about our codes and our honor.”

      Quinn thought of a hundred pleas, a thousand promises, a dozen arguments to offer her lover, but she knew the woman standing before her wasn’t her lover.

      Evan was not being dramatic or poetic when she said she was dead. Quinn could see it on her. She could practically taste it. She was just the shell of the woman she loved.

      Bowing her head, Quinn dropped to her knees and held her face as she wept.

      She cried for the loss of her best friend, for the torture of Tavish. She cried for Innis, for Grace’s anger and hatred of her. She wept for Becca’s patience and Fiona’s impatience.

      But mostly, she cried for the dark stamp of loneliness she felt at this moment.

      She was an unloved woman, her lovers, one by one, choosing something not her. Even Evan chose revenge over loving her.

      “I’m . . . so sorry, Evan.”

      “Dorch Spiorad,” Evan said softly.

      Quinn looked up at her. “I’ll never call you Dark Spirit.”

      “No worries. It is what the Reivers are calling me. It fits me better now.”

      Quinn slowly rose. The lump on the back of her head throbbed. “Maybe one day, when you realize there is someone who loves you in spite of what those animals did to you, in spite of the blood you have shed, you’ll come find me.”

      “We both ken that day will never come, Cap. I release ya.”

      Quinn squeezed her shoulders. “I do not accept your release, Evan. Someday, you will have exacted your retribution enough to want to live again. When you do, I’ll be aboard the Emerald. Send word. I’ll come in an instant.”

      For a tense moment, neither woman said a word. Then, ever so slowly, Evan lowered her sword. “Go home, Cap. Yer people are gonna need ya more than mine. Go back to Ireland, find someone worthy of yer love.”

      Shaking her head, Quinn started for the mouth of the cave, angry tears in her eyes now. “I thought you’d fight for me. For us. You’ve broken my heart, Evan. More than you could ever know.”

      Evan nodded. “Trust me, Cap. I ken, and I’m so verra, verra sorry fer it.”

      “Goodbye then, my dear, sweet one. I hope all this killing and bloodletting brings you peace.” With that, Quinn walked out of the cave, not surprised to find her horse tethered to a tree.

      With a single glance back at the cave, Quinn spurred her horse on, not caring that her tears clouded her vision or that her already cracked heart was now broken.

      Heading south, away from the border, away from the Reivers, Quinn made haste to the meeting place for Seanie and Laing.

      A small cottage, which looked like it had been abandoned long ago, had a black curl of smoke coming out of the chimney.

      Before she could dismount, the door flew open and both men rushed out.

      “Callaghan! We were getting worried! What happened?”

      Sliding off the horse she replied, “I found someone who did not want to be found. It is time, lads, to head back to the lady’s residence and await Tavish and Lake.”

      The two Scotsmen quickly glanced at each other. “Ya . . . ya found young Evan?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. And I’ll kindly ask you not to discuss it further. Evan has no desire to return to the galloglaigh.”

      “Then that’s it then?”

      Quinn strode over to the fire and warmed her hands. “Aye. There is nothing more we can do except get our arses back to the coast.”

      Once she’d warmed up, Quinn ate some stolen bread and salted fish before mounting up and waiting for the two cuidich to climb on their horses. “We ride until the horses can’t go another step. Understood?”

      They both nodded before turning their horses around to lead Quinn back to the coast.

      “Ready, Callaghan?”

      “Aye. Hard and fast, boys. We don’t need anybody thinking they can stop us. We stop for nothing.”

      And no one did.

      They rode hard for half a day. At times, the knot on the back of Quinn’s head throbbed so hard, her eyes watered at the pain from it.

      Or maybe they watered because of how she got it.

      It didn’t really matter. Quinn needed to hear Evan’s words and pay them heed.

      She released her.

      When a Scot released someone, it was for now and forever. Her Evan would never be back. She probably would not live to the end of the year if she insisted on bloodying the land with English blood.

      The rapists hadn’t just abused her—they had, in fact, changed her, transforming her into a killing machine Quinn could not reach.

      Just one of many failures in her love life. It seemed not to matter how much she loved Evan; love could not fix this.

      She had never anticipated that loving women would be so hard—that she could have so little understanding of her own kind. Had she completely misread Evan’s love for her? She was hurt, yes, broken, yes, but defeated? Quinn never expected to see Evan appear so empty, so beaten.

      So there it was. Add one more name to the list of losses Quinn had suffered recently.

      “Looks like they’re back,” Seanie said, pointing to the large group of horses just outside Lady Killigrew’s house.

      Quinn’s mood suddenly brightened.

      Her men were back.

      Spurring her horse harder, Quinn rode by the group of horses still shining from the sweat of their ride, and rode on up to the front gate.

      “How long have they been here?” she asked the guard as she dismounted.

      “Not long, Captain. Less than an hour. Give or take.”

      When Quinn handed him the reins, she didn’t wait for Seanie and Laing but quickly strode through the large iron gate, where she was met by Lady Killigrew.

      “Oh my goodness,” the lady started. “You’ve all come at once. How fortunate. Or not. I cannot yet tell.”

      “What happened?” Quinn asked. “Did everyone make it back all right?”

      “Oh. Yes. I believe so, though I’d be hard pressed to know for sure. I just know . . . ” her voice trailed off.

      “What? Is it Tavish?”

      “Oh. No. No, my dear I’m surprised you haven’t heard. Elizabeth’s proceedings could not be stopped. They beheaded Mary yesterday. The men rode all day to get back. They are quite shaken by the events, but I’ll let them tell you the story. It is . . . well, not for the faint of heart.” Lady Killigrew leaned in and peered into Quinn’s eyes. “Did you find the one you went looking for?”

      Quinn started to nod, then stopped. “I’m . . . I’m not really sure.” Then she shook off her feelings and inhaled deeply. “Yes, I did, and it’s over. There are no repairs to be made on that front.”

      Lady Killigrew’s features soften. “Oh, dear. I am so sorry.”

      “As am I, but it is neither here nor there now. What’s done is done. Where are the men?”

      “On their way to a long night or a week of drunkenness, I’m afraid. Come. They will be glad to see you. Tavish asked for you the moment he came back.”

      Quinn followed Lady Killigrew into the manor. She’d obviously laid out quite a feast for the returning warriors, who were eating and drinking more somberly than she’d ever seen. There was no laughter, no singing, no ribaldry—just a group of morose men drowning their immense sorrow over the loss of their beloved monarch.

      “They’ve been so quiet as to be frightening. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Quinn slowly turned to her. “Were you . . . waiting for me outside?”

      “No. Actually, I was waiting on a messenger, but seeing you arrive was far better.”

      Suddenly, Fitz’s voice rose through the crowd. “It’s Callaghan.”

      Tavish’s head popped up, and he immediately made his way to her with Lake right on his heels.

      “Damn good to see ya lad,” Tavish said, crushing her in a hug. “I s’pose ya’ve heard the saddest of tales.”

      Quinn pulled away and gazed into Tavish’s sad and weary eyes. “Aye. I’m sorry to hear it.”

      Tavish sighed. “So that’s it. Scotland will be doomed to be ruled by the English sooner than later. Ya best take the men home to Ireland lad. Save yerselves. Save yer kin.”

      Quinn didn’t need to be any closer in order to smell the ale on his breath. “Go back to your drink, my friend. You deserve it.”

      Tavish shook his head. “Not yet. Was told ya went lookin’ fer Evan. Did ya find him?”

      Quinn thought about lying for just a moment, but she thought better of it. “I did.”

      “And?” Lake said, elbowing Tavish aside.

      “And you were right. She did not wish to be found. I should have listened to you. I’m . . . I’m sorry.”

      “It is not yer fault ya doona understand our ways. Ya believe me to be calloused and uncarin’ because I do not chase after someone who do not want to be chased. Evan kens his own mind. He kens he is broken and apart from his spirit. It is not ennaone else’s place to try to mend that spirit. When Evan is ready, he will return to the galloglaigh where he belongs. Until then, he is best left alone to heal.”

      Quinn bowed her head and fought back the tears that wanted to come. “You’re right. I did not understand . . . but I believe I do now. The person I spoke with was not the one who loves me. This I know.”

      “Then waste no more tears or words on him. Only time will heal some wounds of a warrior. Give the lad time.”

      Looking up at his blue eyes, Quinn shook her head. “I hate your fucking code of honor. You should all be going to get Evan. Don’t you care?”

      Tavish cleared his throat. “I hate to say it, lad, but it truly is time fer ya to get yer men home. Evan is now just a part of yer past. What ya need to be fightin’ fer is yer future. Ireland’s future. Ya’ve done all ya can and much more.”

      “Go home to Ireland and do what, Tavish? Plunder English and Spanish ships? To what end?”

      Tavish gulped down the rest of his ale. “To prepare yer people fer the English, lad! They’re comin’, of that there is no doubt.”

      Lake slowly nodded.

      “And leave you here?”

      “Aye. Maggie and I will return to our home to pack, to say our goodbyes, and then we will make our way to ya. Without Mary, Scotland hasna chance. If ya doona mind, we’d like to live out our days with the likes of these bloodthirsty bastards on board a ship. We’ve discussed it, and she agrees with me.”

      A wave of relieve rolled over Quinn. She had suffered too many losses as it was. Losing Tavish as well would have just been heartbreaking. “I’d like that, my friend. I’d like that very much.”

      “Good. Then tomorrow, you said, to home. Lake and his men will assure Maggie and I reach our house safely. How does that sound to ya?”

      “Good. It—it sounds goods. My crew is at my manor.”

      Tavish’s eyebrows rose. “Are they now? The one ya purchased all those years ago?”

      Quinn grinned. “Aye. The one you told me not to waste my time on.”

      “Too close to Fiona Moynihan, if ya ask me, but ya didn’t. Be careful going back there, lad. She is still is a married woman, and yer still a pirate.”

      Indeed, she was, but Quinn couldn’t help but wonder—for how long would she remain alone on the deck of a ship?
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* * *

      “Ya ken I doona do goodbyes, lad.”

      “Yeah, and you ken that’s not what this is!” Quinn grabbed Tavish in a bear hug. He still reeked of the party from the night before.

      After all the men had sufficiently drowned their sorrows, the glaigh showed the rest of them how they handled the deaths of their loved ones.

      To say it was a party would be like saying the sun was just a lantern.

      The revelry didn’t end until nearly four in the morning. For her part, Quinn drank but stayed sober enough to make sure no one wound up in the water.

      Lady Killigrew said her goodbyes around midnight.

      “You have an uncertain future ahead of you, Callaghan, but that doesn’t have to be a bad thing.” Lady Killigrew walked out into the moonlight to address Quinn, who’d been staring up at the bright orb.

      “Aye. Most futures are, are they not?”

      “Well, that depends. Surely you know of a druid who can give guidance where that’s concerned.”

      “I do, but she is a reluctant seer. More of a healer, really.”

      “Oft times they are one and the same.” Lady Killigrew stood next to Quinn as the soft sound of the waves lapped against the dock. “I am so sorry to hear about your . . . friend. I had so hoped good fortune for you.”

      Quinn’s only reply was a nod.

      “But surely you realize that as a laoch cuidich, Evan would never have been able to commit to a life with you—an Irishman, and a pirate at that. It is much like a cat falling in love with a dog.”

      Quinn slowly turned her head. “But I love her.”

      “Oh, Callaghan, so young, so sweet, and so naïve. Love is never enough. There is so much more to relationships. Look at Grace O’Malley. You loved her, and yet you still took her men. You love your men, yet you sent them home. Love is just one building block, my dear. You and the cuidich live in separate worlds. You need a woman who lives in yours. Trust me in this. When you find her, you will know. To the marrow of your pirate bones, you’ll know.”

      “Thank you. And thank you for all you’ve done for me and my men, if I can ever fully repay you—”

      “You’re very welcome. If you ever come across anything of historical significance that you cannot figure out what to do with, please remember me.” Reaching out, she lightly touched Quinn’s shoulder. “And know you are always welcome here.”

      When Lady Killigrew returned to the hall, Quinn glanced up at the moon one more time before turning and nearly running into Maggie and Tavish.

      “I’m taking my husband to bed,” Maggie said softly, threading her arm through Tavish’s “We’ll be leaving at sunup, and I believe he means to leave without a goodbye.”

      Quinn smiled. “He does not say goodbye.”

      “I imagined that to be so, so here we are to say we shall see you in Ireland once we have secured our things and taken care of some business.” Maggie released Tavish and hugged Quinn. “Take care of your heart, Callaghan. It is the best part of you.”

      “Thank you, Maggie. For everything.”

      “It is I who should be thanking you, Callaghan. You gave me the greatest gift this woman could ever long for. Now, I’ll leave you to it.”

      When Maggie retreated within, Tavish wobbled slightly.

      “You’re very drunk, my friend.”

      “Aye, lad. That I am. I’ll still not tell ya goodbye, lad.”

      “Good.” Quinn knew there was more to come so she waited.

      “That fuckin’ bitch queen will be comin’ fer yer folks, Callaghan. When she does, I will be standin’ by yer side fightin’ fer all I’m worth . . . which isna much these days.”

      “I’ll look forward then, to raising our swords against a common enemy once more.”

      “Yer gonna be fine, Callaghan. Trust me. Yer heart will mend, and ya will find someone to love as I’ve found Maggie.”

      “Well then. Let us hope I do not have to be tortured to do so.”

      Tavish stared at Quinn a long time before shaking his head. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, lad. Yer torturin’ yerself. Ya did everrathin’ ya could to bring Evan back from the darkness, just like we did everrathin’ we could to save Mary. She’ll see that someday. When she does, she’ll come to ya. Just doona wait. Life, as we both ken, is too short fer that.”

      As Quinn stood on the deck the next morning, she knew Tavish was right. She’d done all she could and Evan still rejected her. It was time to focus on those who did love her and did expect her to lead them home.

      “Callaghan?”

      Quinn blinking and returned her attention to Fitz. “Aye?”

      “What will we do once we get home?”

      Turning back to the sea, Quinn closed her eyes and inhaled the salt air she loved so much. “After we eat, drink, and fuck?”

      “Aye.”

      “We do what we do best.”

      “Fight?”

      Quinn smiled. “Aye, Fitz. Fight.”

      The Dublin port was a hub of activity. Ships were coming and going, folks were bartering for goods, and businesses were booming all around the port.

      Once Quinn made certain the Emerald was fully locked down, she waited with Fitz until every man was off ship.

      “Here comes old Hammet,” Fitz muttered, seeing one of their former crewmates walk up onto the ship. “Wonder what he wants.”

      “I wonder how long he’s been waiting.”

      Fitz adjusted his belt. “I’ll stay until we find out whatever it is he’s here to tell ya.”

      Quinn started to talk, then remembered Grace telling her once that the ship and crew were often all these men had. If Fitz wished to remain behind, she would not stop him. “I appreciate that, Fitz.”

      Hammet strode onto the deck like he belonged there and stopped five feet in front of Quinn and Fitz.

      “Hammet.” Quinn nodded.

      “Callaghan. Fitz. Good to see ya both still alive. Is it true what they’re saying about Mary?”

      Quinn nodded. “I’m afraid so. The men witnessed her beheading, and it did not go well.”

      Seanie sighed. “It shouldn’t take two whacks to kill an old woman.” He visibly shuddered.

      “She deserved better,” Hammet said softly. “But I’m not here for that.” He stared hard into Quinn’s face. “Lady Moynihan is in a bad way.”

      Quinn felt her stomach muscles tighten. “What’s wrong?”

      Hammet shrugged. “The babe she was carryin’ did not come out alive. The birthin’ made her sick. Real sick. She sent word to Galway, and one of the boys rode to let us know.”

      Fitz was already grabbing their gear. “I’ll get us horses,” he said.

      “No need, Fitz. I’ve got everrathin’ ya need at the port stable.”

      Quinn grabbed Hammet’s thick forearm. “Does Grace . . . did she send the messenger?”

      Hammet’s eyes softened. “Aye, and not just because she and the Lady are family friends. Ya may have cut her to the quick, Callaghan, but Grace O’Malley doesna let grudges get in the way of doin’ what’s right.”

      “How long have ya been here?”

      “Three days. I’ve got a man ridin’ back from Castle Blackrock with news. She was still alive at the last missive but is fadin’ pretty rapidly. Ya have to hurry, Callaghan, if yer gonna see her before . . . well, before she gives up the ghost.” Hammet wheeled around and started down the plank. “If ya trust me, Callaghan, ya can leave the ship to me once yer gone.”

      Quinn hustled down the plank and shook Hammet’s outstretched hand. “Thank you.”

      “It is what we do fer each other, aye? We may be on different ships, Callaghan, but we’re still family, aye?”

      “Aye.”

      Thirty minutes later, Fitz and Quinn rode hard for Castle Blackrock, Fiona Moynihan’s family estate. Even though Robert had moved them away from the castle, Fiona would have chosen to have her children there. Quinn knew she always felt safer there, and it was no wonder. Her father always employed excellent guards and would hover over her, making sure she was comfortable and safe.

      They rode hard, without stopping but twice to water the horses. Fitz had wanted to get fresh ones, but Quinn liked the pace and agility of her steed and chose to press forward.

      It took nearly eight hours of hard riding before the castle’s turrets loomed in the distance. For the whole of the day, she’d thought about little else but her time with Fiona.

      Quinn had loved Fiona deeply, and they had shared the most intimate of experiences together. In the end, once again, Quinn had chosen a woman who could not be anything other than what she was born to be: a noblewoman with ties to the land. When Quinn finally understood how little she had to offer Fiona and her child, she sadly backed away from the relationship to allow Fiona the chance to fully invest in the only life she was brave enough to live.

      It had broken both their hearts to do so, but it was the only thing to do. Gallagher, Quinn’s namesake, deserved a real family, and as much as it had pained Quinn to admit, she wasn’t that.

      The thought of Fiona not sharing the planet with her brought tears to her eyes. If she’d had time, Quinn would have sought out Bronwen to see about healing Fiona, but something in Hammet’s words betrayed the dire situation.

      She refused to think about it.

      Instead, she put her head down, ignored her tears, and spurred her horse onward.

      When she arrived, Robert held a sword out in front of himself. “You are neither needed nor wanted here.”

      “I beg to differ,” Quinn growled. You set that down, and I’ll let you live. I just want to see her.”

      Robert glanced over at Fitz, who slowly withdrew his sword.

      None of the guards made a move.

      “Draw your weapons!” Robert ordered.

      “We do not take orders from you, sir,” the head guard said. “Callaghan is always welcome here.”

      Quinn and Fitz sped through the castle as if Quinn hadn’t memorized every hallway, every corner to Fiona’s chamber.

      When they arrived at the bedchamber, Robert came right behind them. “She wished not to see me,” he said, bowing his head, as if maybe Quinn’s presence would change Fiona’s reluctance to see her husband. “The fever makes her believe untruths.”

      “I could not care less about the many untruths you’ve told, Robert. You are the least of my concerns.” Quinn motioned with her chin for Fitz to stand by the door. “Where is Gallagher?”

      “My daughter is with the nurse trying to get some food and drink in her.” Robert shook his head. He looked tired and had aged ten years in ten months. “She is as stubborn as her mother. What . . . what will I do if Fiona dies?”

      Quinn stepped right up to his face. “First off, you’ll cease that sort of talk this instant. Secondly, go downstairs and have cook make Gallagher all her favorite foods, then bring them up here on a tray.”

      Robert looked like Quinn had just told him to eat duck shit. “Me? But that’s––”

      “What you’re going to do, Robert. Now go.”

      He hesitated a moment before trudging away.

      “I never liked him,” Fitz said. “Pompous and arrogant. His English blood is too entitled fer my taste.”

      “Well, keep him out. I don’t need his narrative while I am in there.”

      “Aye that, Callaghan. I’ll let no one in without yer orders.”

      “Thank you, Fitz, and thank you most of all for riding so hard with me.”

      “We’re family, Callaghan. Ya’d have done it fer me.”

      When Quinn opened the door to the chamber, she was smashed in the face by the smell of death. Putrefaction hung in the air with candle smoke and lavender.

      Lord Moynihan leapt to his feet. If he’d ever known Quinn’s real identity, he never let on.

      “By the gods, you came!” He extended his hand to shake Quinn’s. “She has done little save call out your name.”

      Gallagher also left Fiona’s bedside and came toddling to Quinn. “Callaghan!”

      Scooping the two-year-old up in her arms, Quinn pressed her into her chest. For a long, quiet moment, the room was absolutely still.

      “Sick. Mama sick.”

      Quinn set Gallagher down. Bright red hair hung loosely around her shoulders, but she was not dressed like a noblewoman’s daughter typically was. No, she was wearing the leggings Quinn shipped several times a year to Fiona for Gallagher, who wore not only the pants, but also a necklace with a miniature telescope and knife on it.

      “Well, I am here now, little one.”

      “I shall take leave myself,” Lord Moynihan said quietly. “And I will take my granddaughter with me into the study. Take your time with her, Callaghan.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Back soon, Mama,” Gallagher reiterated before leaving with her grandfather.

      “You came.” Fiona reached a thin hand out to Quinn.

      Quinn steeled herself at the sight in front of her. Fiona looked like she was disappearing right before her eyes. Her skin had a grey tint to it, her eyes were sunken over, and her normally beautiful hair was thin and lacked any sheen.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Quinn started to hold Fiona’s hand when Fiona brought Quinn’s hand to her chest.

      “Of course I came. I’m so sorry to hear about the baby . . . ” Quinn’s voice caught. She’d practically delivered Gallagher herself.

      Fiona’s eyes welled with tears. “He . . . he killed her.”

      Quinn thought she heard wrong, so she bent closer. “Who?”

      “Robert. I am convinced he gave me a disease that killed her in the womb.”

      With her free hand, Quinn felt Fiona’s forehead. She was burning up with fever. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like death is coming for me. I was so afraid you wouldn’t get here in time.”

      Quinn cocked her head. “In time? In time for what?”

      Fiona licked her lips and motioned for the goblet of water on the end table.

      Quinn held Fiona’s head while holding the goblet to her lips.

      “I am always thirsty.”

      “Are you eating?”

      “No, but thank you for getting my stubborn daughter to the kitchen. I swear, my love, she is more like you than anyone else.”

      Quinn forced a slight grin. Fiona smelled of disease and decay. “She has grown twofold since I last saw her.”

      “She loves those leggings you sent. Robert disdains them, which makes her love them all the more.”

      “She does sound like me.”

      Fiona nodded. “More than you could possibly know, and more and more every day.” Fiona lightly stroked Quinn’s cheek. “I have missed you these years like a weed misses the sun.”

      Quinn took Fiona’s hand and kissed her palm, like she’d done a thousand times before.

      “How many are there?”

      Quinn titled her head. “How many?”

      “Women. How many are keeping you warm at night?”

      Faces floated past her mind’s eye. Becca, Sayyida, Evan, Young Mary, and various earlier second conquests in distant ports. “In truth, none.”

      “I am not surprised. You always want more than we can give. I hear you left Grace and took most of her crew with you.”

      Quinn nodded and set the water chalice back on the stand. “True. Long story not worth hearing right now.”

      “Then it’s true. You have no women in your life. How very lost you must be.”

      Quinn stared down into Fiona’s eyes. She still knew Quinn better than anyone. “Perhaps, but I managed to find my way back to you, did I not?”

      “And not a moment too soon. I’m dying, my love. Nothing the doctors have tried has worked.”

      “Because they ask the wrong questions,” came a voice from the doorway.

      Quinn’s head whipped around at the familiar voice.

      “Bronwen?”

      Standing at the door in a long, flowing robe that seemed to move even in the absence of wind, was her childhood friend and druid priestess, Bronwen.

      “Your captain friend sent word through the other priestesses that your lover was ill. I came as soon as I heard you had docked.”

      Quinn leaped off the bed. “Fiona, this is––”

      “Bronwen. Yes. I’ve heard a great deal about you. Please. Come in.”

      Bronwen entered the room and paused to sniffed the air. Then she glanced around the room before laying her hands on Fiona’s belly. “May I?”

      “Please.”

      Bronwen bent over and smelled Fiona’s mouth before feeling her neck, inner thigh, and abdomen.

      “You lost your child, aye?”

      Fiona nodded, tears coming to her eyes once more.

      “Have your limbs ached?”

      Fiona ached.

      “And your child died still.”

      Fiona nodded.

      These questions went back and forth, until Bronwen finally stopped and nodded. “It is my thought you have the French pox. Advancing rapidly. It is that which took your infant.”

      Fiona nodded.

      Quinn held up her hands. “Wait. Wait. Are you saying––”

      “Her husband most likely gave this to her. Where he caught it is irrelevant. It killed the baby. It is, in fact, killing Fiona.”

      “Can you . . . ”

      Bronwen shook her head. “She is in a very advanced stage of the disease and is firmly in its grasp. There is little to do but make her comfortable.”

      Quinn felt her knees go weak. Bronwen was to her immediately and helped her to the chair.

      “Be strong, Quinn. This shall get worse before it gets better.”

      “Better?”

      “Aye. Death is the only reprieve from what she will face.”

      Fiona struggled to sit up. “Surely, you can give me something Bronwen. I do not wish to languish, to lose my mind, or to be a yoke around everyone’s neck.”

      “Absolutely not,” Quinn barked.

      Bronwen placed her hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “It is not your place to have an opinion, my friend. The decision is entirely up to Fiona. Death with dignity is a comfort we can offer her. She will not live through the worst of this.”

      Fiona grabbed Quinn’s hand and squeezed it. “Please do not fight me on this. I have struggled this last week in the hopes of seeing you before I die, and here you are.”

      “Are you in much pain?”

      A tear rolled down Fiona’s cheek. “More than you know.”

      Quinn blinked back her own tears before nodding to Bronwen. “Do it.”

      Bronwen bowed her head once as she pulled a small vial from one of her leather pouches. “This will take less than an hour, so you must be absolutely certain.”

      Fiona nodded. “I am. It is time. I do not want my daughter to see me being a raving madwoman.” Squeezing Quinn’s hand, Fiona smiled slightly. “I could do it for you, my dearest love. No woman wishes to leave this life thrashing about and reeking of disease. Please give me this.”

      Quinn dropped to one knee beside to bed, her heart heavy, her tears falling freely. She did not want to give Fiona what she wanted, what she begged for.

      But she had no choice. She had no choice because Quinn believed Fiona would never allow her to suffer.

      “I cannot make this decision for you, Fi. It would haunt me till the end of my days. If you need to end your life, then you are going to have to do so yourself.”

      Fiona closed her eyes and two more tears slid out the corners. “It is for the best. Gallagher would never recover watching me waste away. I cannot do that to her, Callaghan.”

      Quinn held Fiona’s hand in between hers. “Whatever you need to do, my love, I will stand by you.”

      Fiona sat up. “Will you? Do you swear?”

      Quinn nodded. “I swear.”

      They looked into each other’s eyes for a long while. When Bronwen placed her hand on Quinn’s shoulder, she broke the spell. “Come. Her daughter is coming. They’ll need a moment to say their goodbyes.”

      “No,” Fiona said. “That . . . that would be too much. It will be better if we just do it now. She will recover. In time, she will be fine.”

      Bronwen nodded slowly before handing the small vial to Quinn. “You won’t have much time once she takes this.”

      Taking the vial in one hand Quinn squeezed Fiona’s hand tightly before letting it go. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I want your beautiful face to be the last thing I see.” Taking the vial from Quinn, Fiona held it up and looked at the liquid. “Thank you,” she said to Bronwen.

      Bronwen bowed once. “Until we meet again.” Then she leaned over, whispered something to Quinn and then left the room.

      “She’s a good friend,” Fiona said softly.

      “She’s a great friend.” Quinn looked at the vial. “Are you sure?”

      “Very much. I’ve had a great life. I’ve had a great love, and I leave behind me a great daughter . . . and I want you to be the one to raise her.”

      Quinn blinked. “I’m sorry. What. Did. You. Say?”

      Fiona downed the vial. “She’s everything to me, Callaghan, and I know you will make sure no harm comes to her.”

      “No harm? No harm? I’m a pirate on the high seas, Fiona. Everything I do is dangerous. I—I can’t do it.”

      Fiona caressed Quinn’s cheek. “You can. You must. Robert is . . . he has put us all in danger. He will let her go with you.”

      Quinn rose. “Danger. How? What has he done?”

      “There’s no time, my love. I am asking you on my death bed, begging you to take my daughter from a man who is in cahoots with the English.”

      “He is?” Quinn held her hand up. “I suppose it isn’t important right now, but Gallagher, well––”

      “Will need you. I would never ask this of you, my love, if I did not fear for her. I don’t want her raised by an Englishwoman. I do not trust that Robert won’t send her to London for schooling.”

      “Surely your father would never allow that?”

      Fiona sighed loudly, her eyelids closing more slowly with every passing second. “My father is under Robert’s spell. Please, Callaghan, don’t make me beg. I know you love her. Love her enough to walk her way through life.” Fiona shuddered.

      “Yes! Of course.”

      “Swear it!”

      “I swear.”

      Fiona inhaled a deep breath. “Thank you. Now, before I leave you, I need you to know, I never stopped loving you. Not a day went by I did not miss you terribly or doubt that I was in the wrong place.”

      “Fiona––”

      “Let me finish. You can never know how very much I envy you for living life your own way. You look Fate in the face and dare her to follow your rules. Please show Gallagher how to live that way as well. Love her hard. Teach her everything . . . you know.”

      Quinn leaned over Fiona’s face and kissed her forehead. Her heart broke into a million pieces. “I’ve helped queens, freed prisoners, and executed potential kings, but I can’t help the woman I love.”

      “You do . . . love me . . . don’t you?”

      Quinn kissed Fiona’s lips. They were cold to the touch. “Of course I do. I always have. I always will.”

      Fiona closed her eyes and grinned softly. “I knew it. Thank . . . you.”

      “I love you, Fiona. I promise to take good of Gallagher and teach her everything I know.” Quinn blinked rapidly, trying to clear the blur from her eyes.

      “I love you, Quinn Callaghan. Thank you . . . for everything.”

      Quinn stared into Fiona’s face and waited for more.

      It never came.

      Laying her head on Fiona’s still chest, Quinn sobbed. “No . . . don’t leave me . . . please.”

      She had no idea how long she had laid there with her head on Fiona’s chest, so when Bronwen stepped back into the room and put her hands on Quinn’s shoulder, Quinn realized she had fallen asleep.

      “Time to let go, Quinn,” Bronwen whispered. “She has gone to a place where there is no more pain or suffering.”

      Quinn’s head slowly rose and she gazed into a face she had truly loved that would never again smile back at her. “How did this happen?”

      Bronwen gently eased Quinn to a standing position. “You know the answer to that, my friend, and it happens to more women than anyone knows. Polite society simply doesn’t discuss it.”

      Quinn wheeled toward the door, reaching for her sword as she did.

      Bronwen held her hands up. “Unless your intent is to join her, that is a most unwise decision.”

      Quinn lowered her sword slightly.

      “After all, Robert did not do anything outside the marriage bed that Fiona did not do as well. Aye?”

      The sword felt like a hundred pounds in her hand. Quinn let the tip drop to the ground.

      “You must get control of your feelings, Quinn. As much as you hurt, as painful as this may be, there is a little girl who must now be told she is motherless. Your pain, your deep, deep sadness must wait until this dust settles.”

      Slowly wiping her face with the back of her hand, Quinn sniffled and sheathed her sword. “What now?”

      Bronwen placed her hand on the door. “Now, you must step aside and allow the family time to grieve. While they do that, you and Fitz should gather the girl’s things and be prepared to ride and ride hard.”

      Quinn titled her head. “Did you overhear our conversation?”

      Bronwen held her hand up to silence Quinn once more. “I am a druid, aye, but I am also a woman. Fiona stayed alive almost longer than her body would allow because she was waiting for you. Go now, and allow husband and child their moment with their beloved.” Bronwen opened the door.

      Sitting on a bench in the hallway was Gallagher and Robert.

      Their faces said they knew the moment they saw Quinn.

      “No,” Gallagher said, racing past Quinn. “No, Mama, no.”

      Robert sat immobile. Frozen.

      “Go to her,” Quinn said firmly. “Say your goodbyes and help your daughter understand that her mother is gone.”

      Robert gazed helplessly at Quinn. “I . . . I can’t. I do not . . . I do not know what to say.”

      Quinn pushed her shoulders back, preparing to assault him with words that would cut him to the quick. Only Bronwen’s swift intervention prevented her from unleashing a torrent of curse words upon him.

      “You will know what to say when you hold your wife’s hand and tell her goodbye, but it is your daughter who needs your words of comfort now.”

      Quinn gritted her teeth and swallowed back the daggers she’d intended on firing at him.

      Robert nodded and rose. Inside the chamber, Gallagher tried waking Fiona.

      When he entered the room and closed the door, Bronwen pulled Fitz to Quinn. “Get three horses ready, Fitz. You, Quinn, and the girl are leaving here immediately. Be prepared to ride hard and fast.”

      Fitz frowned. “What about Callaghan? I’m not leaving without her.”

      Bronwen smiled. “My apologies. Her real name is Quinn.”

      Fitz’s cheek turned pink. “Oh. Right. I knew that.”

      “Go. There is no time to waste.”

      Fitz locked eyes with Quinn and nodded once. “I’m so sorry, Callaghan.”

      Quinn blinked back more tears. “We can get soused about it later, Fitz. Right now, Bronwen is right. We must make haste.”

      “We’re taking the girl?”

      Quinn quickly glanced over to Bronwen. “Aye, Fitz. We’re takin’ the girl.”

      “I’ll be back as fast as I can go.”

      When Fitz was gone, Bronwen and Quinn packed as many articles of clothing as they could along with a couple of dolls, a wooden sword Quinn had sent from Morocco, and everything that appeared to be something Fiona may have given her daughter.

      “I’ll take this to the horse, Quinn. You do what you must to get the child . . . short of the killing the husband. Do not do anything foolish. Swear to it.”

      “I swear; I’ll not do anything foolish.”

      “Good. Be swift about it.”

      When the door to Fiona’s chamber opened, Gallagher ran to Quinn and threw her arms around her neck, sobbing as she did. “Where’s Mama?”

      Quinn hugged Gallagher tightly before pulling away. “She is in heaven, sweet girl.” Quinn pulled one of Grace’s lace handkerchiefs from her pocket and wiped Gallagher’s eyes.

      “Are we leaving now?”

      Quinn instantly caught Robert’s eyes.

      He’d heard.

      “No one is going anywhere,” he said, rising.

      Gallagher stunned Quinn by turning to Robert and saying, “Mama said to go with Callaghan.”

      Robert reached for a sword that wasn’t there.

      But Quinn’s was, and she withdrew it. “My man made sure you were removed from your weapon. You have nothing. Actually, you are nothing. Chase us, and you’re a dead man. Come after her, and you’re a dead man. The only reason you are still alive is because you’re an Englishman with your dirty hands in a lot of pockets, but mark my words: I will slit your throat from ear to ear if I ever see you again.”

      “You’re making an enemy out of a very powerful man, Callaghan.”

      “You are a guest in this country, Robert, and when Ireland and England go to war—which we will—you will no longer be a guest, but an enemy. So you and your ‘power’ can go fuck yourself.”

      “You won’t get five miles down the road before my men overtake you. I’ll get my daughter back, Callaghan. One way or the other.”

      “No. You’ll be dead long before that happens.”

      Bronwen whisked Gallagher into another room. Once Gallagher was gone, Quinn stepped further toward Robert. “You understand that you killed her, aye?”

      “I know no such thing,”

      “I see. So, once again, you take no responsibility for your actions. You make me sick.”

      “That’s laughable. A woman pretending to be a man pretending to be a woman so she can fuck my wife is what’s sick. You are a demon spawn, and when I get my daughter back, you will hang for what you’ve done.”

      Quinn cocked her head. “I’ll hang for making Fiona happy?”

      Robert grinned malevolently. “You’ll hang for killing her.”

      Quinn was on him in two long strides. She bashed his nose in with the butt of her sword.

      Robert went down on one knee, clasping his broken and bloody nose.

      But Quinn wasn’t finished.

      Bringing down the flat end of her blade, she smashed his head, splitting it open like a watermelon. Blood ran down his face as he crumpled to the floor.

      “Come after her at your peril, you bastard,”

      Bringing her boot back, she kicked him hard in the face, knocking him unconscious. “I swear to all the goddesses, I will kill you one day.”

      “And I shall help.”

      Quickly whirling around, Quinn came face to face with Lord Moynihan, Fiona’s father. “Sir?”

      “You must go, Callaghan, and go quickly. Here.” Lord Moynihan handed Quinn a fat purse of coin. “This is for my granddaughter. Please. Take good care of her. While I cannot prevent Robert from coming for her, I can at least slow him down.”

      Quinn reached for the bag slowly. “Are you . . . are you certain?”

      “It is what she wanted, Callaghan, and given what is soon to transpire in this land, my granddaughter is safest with you. Now, you must get going. I will take care of my daughter and keep her husband at bay for as long as I can, but you must hurry. Get off the land as quickly as you can.”

      Taking the purse, Quinn nodded. “Thank you.”

      “No, Callaghan. Thank you. I never saw Fiona as happy as when she was with you. I know you’ll take good care of my granddaughter. She . . . she always spoke so highly of you and with such love in her eyes.”

      “That is good to hear, sir. You have my word I will take care of her as if she were my own.”

      Robert stirred slightly.

      “You’d best get going, Callaghan.” He extended his hand and Quinn sheathed the sword to shake it. “Godspeed.”

      By the time Quinn made it down to the horses, Fitz was astride his, Gallagher’s things were tied securely to a second horse, and Bronwen and Gallagher stood next to the third.

      “I was getting worried,” Bronwen said softly.

      Quinn shrugged. “One last piece of business to tend to.”

      “Come on, then, Callaghan,” Fitz said. “Let’s not dally enna longer.”

      Bronwen folded Quinn in her arms. “Stop for no one,” she whispered. “Get to the ship and stay away as long as you can. Let everything die down.”

      Quinn nodded and pulled away. “I can’t thank you enough—”

      “Thank me later. Some other day when I will truly need you. Now go.”

      Quinn knelt and looked into Gallagher’s face. “You understand you’ll never be back here.”

      Gallagher nodded. “Brave.”

      Fresh tears filled Quinn’s eyes. “So like your mother.” Rising, she grabbed Gallagher and swung her up onto the saddle. To Bronwen, she said, “When you need me, I shall return.”

      Pulling herself onto the horse, Quinn wrapped on arm around Gallagher and took the reins in the other. “Until then?”

      Bronwen smiled. “Until we meet again, dear friend.”

      With a kick on the horse’s haunches, Quinn rode as hard as fast as she could from a past which could see no future to a future that was as uncertain as this moment.

      They’d been riding hard for almost six hours when Fitz’s horse stumbled and went down. The delay of moving the saddle to the pack horse and cleaning the gash on his forearm worried Quinn. She kept hearing Bronwen’s words that they were coming.

      She had no doubt they were.

      Lord Moynihan would be torn between properly caring for his dead daughter and keeping his nefarious son-in-law at bay.

      Quinn was all too keenly aware which was his greater responsibility, so this delay could very well cost them dearly.

      “Can ya ride?”

      “I can ride without my legs, Callaghan,” Fitz said, wincing as he laughed. “We lost good time, Callaghan. We’re gonna have to ride harder.”

      Quinn nodded. “How you holding up?” Quinn asked Gallagher. Twice, the girl fell asleep in Quinn’s arm.

      “I am good.”

      Pulling herself back onto the horse, Quinn nodded to Fitz. “If they come, do not stop. Do not even think about staying with us, you understand?”

      “No, Callaghan, I do not.”

      “If they catch me, I won’t be enough to sate his thirst for revenge. He will come after the ship and the crew as well, if only to show his master in England that he has a handle on everything in Ireland. I’ll need ya to grab the crew from the manor and get the Emerald on the sea as fast as you can.”

      “Without ya?”

      Quinn nodded. “Aye. Without me. The two of us can’t fend off two dozen of that bastard’s men, and even if we do, we’d hang for the kidnapping of Gallagher.”

      Fitz licked his lips. “I like it not, but if ya believe the crew might be targeted, I’ll do as ya say and get the men on the water as soon as I can.”

      Whipping her reins around, Quinn took off, riding hard as the sun beat down upon them.

      For her part, Gallagher held on tightly, never saying a word. A couple of times, Quinn thought she heard the girl crying, but she was too intent on riding to give her any quarter.

      They simply did not have any time to spare.

      “Callaghan?” Fitz said.

      “Aye?”

      “We’ve got company.”

      Quinn slowed her horse and looked over her shoulder. “How many?”

      “Too many. That’s how I knew. I can hear them from back here.”

      Slowing to a trot and then a stop, Quinn faced her horse in the direction from which they’d ridden. Extending her hand, she shook Fitz’s. This was it. She knew it as well as she knew her name. They could not win against a dozen. “It was a pleasure serving as your captain, Fitz.”

      “And yer certain ya don’t wanna fight?”

      Quinn could feel the vibrations of the two or three dozen horses as they approached about a hundred yards away.

      “Go, Fitz, and and may you live a long and wild life.”

      “Not leavin’ ya, Captain.”

      “Aye. You are. The crew needs to know what happened so they can shove off. Take Gallagher. Please.”

      Quinn kissed the top of Gallagher’s head, remembering many of her own broken promises. “You live a great life for your mother, Gallagher. For me.”

      Fitz took Gallagher. “It’s been a real pleasure serving under ya, Captain.” Fitz nodded once and spurred his horse ahead.

      As the soldiers rode up to them, Quinn recognized the lead as Tavish’s old friend and guard, Reginald.

      “I hate to do this to you, Callaghan, but we have to take you and the girl back to Blackrock Castle.” He motioned for other men to peel off and go after Fitz.

      Quinn nodded. “I suppose you do.” Quinn counted nineteen men on horseback. Robert wasn’t taking any chances. “But I’m not going anywhere with you, and your men will never catch Fitz.” Quinn pulled out a dagger and held it against her thigh.

      Reginald shook his head. “I know how much you care about the child.”

      “Do you? Do you honestly think I care more about her life than my own? I have a crew that needs me. I have a ship that feeds families. You confuse me with Grace O’Malley, Reginald. I would not hesitate to sacrifice that girl to save myself or my crew. If you reach Fitz, he will kill the child.”

      The men became quiet.

      “So, what’ll it be, boys? You turn around and ride all the way home now or do you ride home in five minutes with her blood on your hands?”

      Reginald glared hard at Quinn. “You’re right. You’re nothing like Grace O’Malley. She would never harm an innocent child.”

      Reginald raised his hand and suddenly out came three bows, all notched and pointed at Quinn. “Your man harms that girl, you’re a dead woman.”

      Quinn looked at the three archers. There was nothing she could do now—Reginald had called her bluff.

      Before Quinn could reply, there came a sound from behind her. It was the unmistakable sound of horses’ hooves.

      Lots of horses’ hooves.

      “Hold your fire, men!” Reginald cried.

      Barreling over the crest of the barrier behind Quinn, came Innis, Grace O’Malley, Fitz and nearly fifty other men from the Malendroke.

      “Draw one drop of blood from her, and we’ll gut ya like the pigs ya are!” Grace yelled as she rode up next to Quinn.

      “Grace O’Malley,” Reginald said.

      “Aye. And fifty of my finest fighters.”

      Reginald turned slightly pale as he surmised the situation.

      “Not only do we have the numbers; we are superior killers. Ya all will be dead in less than two minutes. So why don’t ya turn yer horses around and tell Robert that Callaghan here got away. No one else need know the truth.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Then be prepared to die.” Grace unsheathed her sword, but Reginald held his hands up in surrender.

      “Fine! Yes. We need not shed blood this day.”

      “Then turn yer horses around and don’t look back. Ya look back, and we’ll run ya through, sure and simple.”

      Reginald locked eyes with Quinn. “You got lucky this time, Callaghan. Next time, this will turn out differently.”

      “Aye,” Grace said. “Next time there will be no talkin’. Just ya and yers dyin’ at our feet. Now go on! Get out of here.”

      When the guards were long out of sight, Quinn turned to Grace. “How are you here?”

      Grace grinned. “Yer welcome, Callaghan. As for how I am here, as ya know, I’ve been friends of the Moynihans since I was a wee little thing. Ya think I haven’t seen Fiona since she got sick? Who do ya think paid a guard all these years to let me know what was goin’ on at the castle?”

      Quinn’s mouth was agape.

      “Look, Callaghan, I understand why ya did what ya did when ya took my crew. Ya did it because ya’d die rather than let ennathin’ happen to them. All this time, ya thought I went to Elizabeth to beg fer my son’s life. That’s what I wanted everraone to believe. I went to see if there was enna way fer us to attack Elizabeth from the river. The time has come fer Ireland to defend herself now that Mary is dead. When I sailed up the Thames, I did so fer Ireland.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “By the time ya got to the ship, it was too late. I couldn’t risk the crew getting nervous that we were not there to save my boy. Family loyalty, they understand. Clan fealty, they get. Protecting Ireland as a whole? Not likely. Ireland is fracturing, but that doesn’t mean we give up on her. I am still on that same path, Callaghan, but by the time I got everrathin’ in line, ya’d stolen my crew. It was too late to share with ya, and, well, truth be told, I didn’t trust ya ennamore.”

      Quinn felt the wind come out of her. “Oh, Grace . . . I am so sorry.”

      “It’s why I asked fer Innis. I wanted him to get the whole story so he could share it with ya—with the crew. I wanted ya to understand I wasn’t some fearful mother tryin’ to protect her family. I knew what I was doin’, but I didn’t think ya’d believe me ennamore.”

      “But you pledged fealty to Elizabeth.”

      “I’d have sniffed her crotch if I thought that would get her off our backs. Callaghan, the woman needed to believe she won. I gave her that victory. On the outside. I never intended to keep to it.”

      “Which is why you were still willing to aid Mary.”

      Grace grinned. “Now yer seein’ it. I was sore as hell that ya took my best man, but once I explained everythin’ to Innis, he said it was no wonder ya left. Ya thought I’d lost my mind.”

      Quinn nodded. “I did.”

      “I should have confided in ya in London, Callaghan, but I couldn’t. I had to continue with my plan.”

      “Which is what now?”

      “Same as it’s always been, my friend: save Ireland from Elizabeth.”

      Quinn put her dagger away and took Gallagher from Fitz before hugging Gallagher with one arm. “Then we are still fighting for the same cause.”

      “That we are, Callaghan, only now, ya have yer own Achilles’s heel.” Grace smiled at Gallagher. “How are ya, little miss?”

      “Grace!” She pointed her little fingers toward Grace.

      Quinn blinked. “You know her?”

      Gallagher nodded. “Grace!”

      Grace blushed slightly. “Hello, sweet girl.” Then she turned her attention to Quinn. “Robert is in deep with the governor and other English advisors. I needed to keep an eye out on Fiona fer Lord Moynihan as well as see what my castle spies had uncovered. He has been gobblin’ up our land and givin’ it to English nobility Elizabeth keeps sendin’ over.”

      Quinn could only shake her head. “I feel so foolish.”

      Grace nodded. “Don’t be. Fiona loved ya hard, Callaghan. Hard enough to name her firstborn after ya and to beg me to keep ya safe as well. She made me promise to always watch over ya. This is me honorin’ that promise.”

      “I . . . I don’t know what to say. I’ve been––”

      “Disloyal? Aye. Critical? Aye. But ya did not have the all the information, aye?”

      “Aye.” Quinn’s voice could barely be heard. “I . . . I truly am at a loss for words, Grace.”

      “Say ya and I will feast with our men. Ya can’t stay landbound fer now, Callaghan. Ya have to get out to sea. Robert and his men will come at ya, and he may never stop until he is dead, but know this: he is an ally of Elizabeth and has many friends, both English and Irish here in Ireland.”

      “And you? What about you?”

      A sly smile crept across Grace’s face. “Me? Why, me and my men will be waitin’ patiently at the manor for Robert’s men to appear. Once we send them to a swift death, Robert might just leave ya be. While we cannot kill him outright at the moment, killin’ his men is a good place to start. Send him a loud message. Maybe he’ll go back to England. Now, if ya don’t mind, my crew and I are starvin’.”

      As Grace wheeled her horse around, Quinn could only stare at her back, feeling the great divide close slightly between her and Grace. She had underestimated her friend, taken her crew, and led a mutiny, and yet, Grace O’Malley kept her word to a dead woman by protecting Quinn even after Fiona’s death.

      No wonder they called Grace O’Malley a queen.

      It appeared the goddess and Grace O’Malley favored Quinn Callaghan—she had just lost two women in Fiona and Evan only to have two more re-enter her life.

      She couldn’t ask for anything more than that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “She’s taken to the sea like a filly to the land,” Fitz said as he and Quinn stood on the deck of the Emerald. The waters had been alarmingly calm in the three days since they shipped out, the crew exceedingly quiet.

      Running from a fight was not the Celtic way, to be sure, but to a man they were nursing their egos and bruised spirits.

      Well, they were doing that and teaching Gallagher a thing or two.

      Quinn watched One Eye show Gallager how to hold a knife while the others critiqued him and cheered her.

      “Aye. I was afraid being around you galoots would frighten her, but she seems to be about to hold her own.”

      “I’m afraid they already love her,” Fitz said.

      This brought a smile to Quinn’s face. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

      “That was quite a feat Grace pulled off fer ya.”

      “For us. She did it for us.”

      Fitz chuckled. “No, Callaghan, she did not. Captain O’Malley seldom travels inland. She didn’t just come inland. She brought half her crew. She did it because she knew ya would need help.”

      Quinn stared out at the greenish blue water. “She saved my life.”

      “She cares about us, Callaghan. All of us.”

      Quinn nodded. “I was stunned to see her there and even more surprised to hear the truth about what happened in England and why she took Innis.”

      “Were ya also surprised he stayed with her?”

      “Not at all. They’ve been together a long time. I understand his choice.”

      “And yers? What about yers?”

      Quinn inhaled deeply. “Grace was right about it being too late to just stand by while she makes the decisions, the choices.”

      “Aye. It is time ya had yer own ship . . . and a great ship she is!”

      Quinn smiled. “Why don’t you join the men, Fitz. I’ll take it from here.”

      “Ya sure?”

      “Aye. Go show my . . . my . . . what should I call her? My––”

      “Niece?”

      “That’s good. Show her some of your parries, Fitz. All attack and no defense makes for a poor fighter.”

      Fitz jumped down onto the deck and pulled his short sword.

      “Patches!” came a tiny voice. Gallagher had already found a nickname for One Eye.

      “You listen to him, you hear me?” Quinn called out.

      Gallagher nodded and returned her attention to the group of rabble-rousers encircling her charge.

      All this time, she’d been searching for a woman to love who would love her back, for a life that she could never really have, for a family that seemed impossible to hold on to. She’d kept choosing women on land when Captain Quinn Callaghan was a product of the sea. It was where she belonged.

      Now, she belonged here, caring after a child she’d loved before the child was even born. She belonged on the deck of this ship, surrounded by these rowdy men who would give their lives for her if need be. These men, who had taken Gallagher under their wings, were her true family now, and watching them laughing and educating Gallagher on the deck of her ship meant only one thing.

      She was finally home.
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