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Chapter one

The river
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Cold. 

Eunan tried to breathe. Water gushed into his mouth.

His heart pounded. Adrenalin rushed through his veins. He kicked, clawed, fought for something, anything, but the current of the river twisted him, pulled him deeper, stole what little strength he had left.

Above.

There had to be an above.

A faint glow. It shimmered above his head. Barely there. But enough.

He kicked his legs and swam towards it.

Eunan’s chest burned, devoid of air. His limbs weakened. He clawed upwards. The light slipped. His hand struck wood. He grabbed it and pulled with all his might.

His head broke the surface with a violent gasp. Air tore into his lungs as he clung to the side of a boat, coughing, retching, dragging himself back from the brink.

Sound returned in shattered fragments. Shouting. Crackling fire. The moans of wounded men. The distant thunder of a battle already lost. Eunan pressed his forehead against the hull. His head vibrated with the shakes. He lifted himself into the boat, straining every muscle using the remains of his energy. He collapsed on a seat, too tired to even push away the dead English soldier that lay there. Memory followed in fragments. The roof. The fight. Seamus. Not killing him. He could have, easily. But chose not to. Eunan’s grip tightened on the wood. He had not fallen into the river. He had been thrown. And thrown to where he would live. Considering the rocks below the tower that was difficult. Deliberate. Why? The thought settled hard.

Eunan opened his eyes, peered over the rim of the boat, and scoured the dark waters and reed-laden banks. Boats drifted nearby, the arms and heads of the dead strewn over the sides, silhouettes against the firelight. The castle burned behind them, broken and taken. He was inconspicuous floating amongst the dead. Just another body drifting down the lake.

He moved along the hull, keeping low, forcing his numb body to obey. Eunan lay down for the most he needed was rest and to catch his breath. He lay his head back and stared into the night.

One thought haunted him. Seamus let me live.

Why?

Eunan closed his eyes, trying to place all he could remember in order so he could make sense of it. The revelation by the priest. The fall of the castle. Finally ridding himself of Finn. The confrontation with Seamus. Falling from the castle. But into the part of the river away from the rocks and deep enough that he could survive the impact. All of this was deliberate, controlled and final.

I didn’t escape.

The river carried him onward, away from the fire and the dead.

I was sent.

Then another thought came. Had Seamus escaped? Was he searching for him? Eunan broke into a sweat and sat up and searched the river banks for any sign of him.

The cracks of guns came from the far shore. Every muscle in Eunan’s body tensed as he crawled and hid beneath the lip of the boat. He was an easy target perched in this boat. He did not want it all to be for nothing. He had to live. He slid over the side and back into the water.

He let the current take him, face barely above the surface, arms moving only when they had to. The cold hit harder this time, biting into what little strength he had clawed back, but it bought him distance, more than stumbling blind along the bank ever would.

The voices followed.

Not by sight, but by sound. Shouts carried over the water. Orders. Splashes further upstream. They were spreading out, sweeping the banks, expecting men to swim for the banks.

Eunan angled himself downstream.

Not toward the open water where he could be seen, but toward a darker stretch where the reeds thickened and the river narrowed between low, overhanging branches. He let himself drift past it at first, then kicked hard across the current, forcing his body into the shadow beneath the bank.

His hands struck roots.

He pulled himself in, wedging his body into the mud and tangled growth, half-submerged, hidden from the open river. The branches hung low enough to break his outline. From the water, he would be nothing more than debris caught in the bank.

Eunan stilled, listening.

Boots passed nearby. Close enough that he could hear the weight of them, the shift of leather, the quiet curse of a man slipping in mud.

Then silence again.

Eunan exhaled slowly.

It was the right call.

They were hunting on the banks. Watching the open water. Driving survivors into the open where they could be seen, cut down, or taken.

Not here.

Here, he could wait. Regain his strength. Choose his moment.

He pressed himself deeper into the roots, ignoring the cold, ignoring the ache in his limbs.

He was safe. For now. His eyelids grew heavy. There was darkness.




      [image: ]Water no longer flowed over Eunan’s face. He awoke, half spat, half vomited. The pain of both smooth and jagged hardness penetrated his body. He opened his eyes to a blurred outline and a mouth that made no sound. His senses gradually recovered.

“Eunan?”








  
  

Chapter two

The prisoner
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Seamus was confused. All he could see of the man who stood before him was chain mail, a helmet, and a sharp axe. But where there should have been a face was leather, embedded by round holes for eyes, nose and mouth. Confidence exuded from the man’s every stride, and intimidation from every hole in his mask. Seamus raised his axe. 

“I am an old and experienced Galloglass," he said, "prepared to fight to the death. "Whoever comes before me had better be prepared to die if they take me on!”

“Oh, I’m ready to take you on alright! Don’t you recognise me, Seamus?” said the man.

Several more men emerged from the stairwell and stood behind the masked man. Seamus squinted. The fresh faces were vaguely familiar.

“I’ll make you an offer, far more generous than the offer you made me,” continued the man. “The captain of this castle has already surrendered. If you surrender now, my boys and I won’t chop you up and feed you to the fishes. Well, not just yet. Do you want to die a senseless death or take your chances with me?”

Seamus looked at the man in the mask and his henchmen and estimated he would not get out alive. He made up his mind.

“I like a man who is willing to negotiate, and a Galloglass is always willing to take a risk,” replied Seamus.

He threw down his axe. Two of the men who had emerged from the stairs grabbed Seamus by the arms and hauled him over to the masked man. The man stared into Seamus’s blank face.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” said the man.

Seamus did not react.

“’Tis always better if you know who you’re negotiating with!” and the man removed his helmet and handed it to one of his sons. He revealed a leather mask, which was a lattice of neatly stitched together brown leather strips. He undid the string at the back of the mask.

His face was a patchwork of pink and scarlet, volcanic fissures of pain that melted into each other, the eyes hollow, their bags slid down to his nose that bled across his face. Even Seamus winced as he tried to pick which colour patches were the rawest. Seamus may have once known who he was, but he did not recognise him now.

“I preferred you with your mask on, as I’m sure did your former lady," replied Seamus. "Why are you showing me your face? Why not skip the courtship and kill me?”

“Because you did this to me! said the man.

Seamus looked at him sceptically and tried to remember. He came upon a guess.

“Shea Óg O’Rourke?”

“It took you long enough," cried Shea Óg, "but you didn’t stay to admire your work when you did it!”

“Well, there’ll be no one doing any admiring until you put the bag back on your head," said Seamus. "I told you, you should have pledged.”

The shaft of Shea Óg’s axe burned with friction.

“I’d smash your skull right now if you weren’t worth the bounty the English captain is willing to pay for bringing the leaders to him alive.”

Seamus smirked.

“I like a man whose pragmatism can make a mere morsel of his morality!”

“After telling the English about you, I’m sure I can get paid and smash your skull in all at the same time,” Shea Óg sneered.

“You can save your tall stories for the whores when you try to bargain them down from doubling their price because of your face,” replied Seamus.

One swift blow to the stomach from Shea Óg had Seamus gasping for air.

“You won’t be so smart when you see what’s in store for you," said Shea Óg. "Bring him down to the courtyard.”

Shea’s sons administered blows to the body and head to ensure Seamus’s compliance. They dragged him down the stairs. Seamus opened his eyes again when they threw him to the ground. In the corner of the courtyard, the Irish soldiers who had surrendered sat under the English guns. In another corner, their wives and children crouched, crying out for the protection of their fathers and husbands or, failing that, for the mercy of the English. The English soldiers and their Irish allies collected the rebel dead and wounded from the castle and created two piles. Nonchalance ruled their allocation, for each pile was to be cast into the river from the castle walls as a warning to potential rebels that may be planning to resist in the lower lough.

Captain Dowdall stood in the centre of the courtyard as if a totem to victory. His chislled face was the intimidating prison gate for his emotions that he kept buried deep within. His uniform was a little dusty but nothing compared to the blackened, blood-stained uniforms of his men. The soldiers buzzed around him, returning for his approval when they had completed the latest task in the subjugation of the rebels.

Seamus was groggy now from the beatings administered by Shea Óg to him and his captors further bruised his lower body as they dragged him down every stair and over every obstacle as they brought him down to the courtyard. Once there, Shea Óg saw his chance. His sons threw Seamus in front of Captain Dowdall, and a random bucket of slops was dumped upon Seamus to encourage his revival.

“I caught this renegade on the roof swinging his axe,” said Shea Óg with a grin as wide as a gorge.

“Why are you bothering me with him?" replied the Captain. "There are quicker ways to get him off the roof than to drag him down!”

Shea Óg bowed his head.

“I apologise, captain, but I’m here to collect my reward,” he said.

“I pay the same for bodies," replied the Captain. "Why do you drag this breathing ‘Mac’ and ‘O’ before me to make your claim?”

“Don’t you recognise him?” asked Shea Óg.

“Who’s he supposed to be?” Dowdall shrugged.

“One of William Stanley’s most trusted men!" said Shea Óg. "An officer and a confidant of that foulest of renegades.”

The Captain gave Shea Óg a condescending smile.

“Well, this would be a grand prize for the Lord Deputy," he said. "If only we could verify it was true. Do you have any proof or do you just plan to run away once the coin settles on the palm of your hand?”

A temper seized Shea Óg and he was tempted to tear his mask right off his face. But the sight of so many English soldiers sobered him up and he settled to point at it instead.

“See my face?" he exclaimed. "He did this to me! It was supposed to be a lesson from the Maguire, so Seamus could brag how he deformed me to frighten any other wavering subjects. Well, I had the last laugh. A man came to me who said he knew his handiwork from his time in the Netherlands, and there was a large bounty on his head from the Crown. He said he’d pay handsomely for any information that led to his arrest, more for him alive than for the body. So why don’t you give me a small cut of the reward now, and I’ll send the man to you?”

“Do you take me for a fool?” said the Captain.

“No, no sir!" cried Shea Óg. "I take you for an astute gentleman who is about to celebrate a glorious victory. If the coward Maguire hadn’t hidden his cattle, you’d be a rich man too. I know you want to make an example of all the rebels, but this one is worth way too much money.”

The Captain waved him away.

“I haven’t time for this," he said. "You guard the prisoner and get this gentleman with more money than sense to come here and offer the reward. I set sail for Lower Lough Erne by the end of the week. So if we haven’t struck a bargain by then, I’ll shoot this prisoner myself. Be off with you, and when you come back to see me wear another mask. Surely you can make a better one than that monstrosity?!”

Captain Dowdall watched Shea Óg slither away and called his sergeants over to converse about the reconstruction of the castle. Shea Óg resentfully took his prize. He got his sons to haul Seamus to the camp outside the castle so no one would steal his prisoner from him.








  
  

Chapter three

Sanctuary
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The figure placed Eunan’s head on his knee with such gentleness that Eunan’s water-numbed skin barely registered the movement. He created a cascade of water from his flask onto the palm of his hand and then softly into Eunan’s lips and mouth. Eunan had rarely befriended gentleness and boiled over with mistrust, opened his eyes and brushed him off to fight his fits of coughs and splutters. Rolling over onto his elbows, he wiped his face and looked at his Good Samaritan. 

“Arthur!!” he croaked with relief, for in his state, his defensive tension was exhausting.

Arthur paid back his smile with interest.

“The luck was with you when the river took you in her torrents,” he said.

“Luck deserted me long ago if she was ever acquainted with me!” and Eunan lifted himself to his feet.

“You’ve got the affliction of youth upon you, always aspiring after something else but not realising what you’ve got until it’s gone,” replied Arthur.

“Enniskillen is gone," cried Eunan, his face a picture of wet misery. "My village is gone, Fermanagh is gone. Soon the Maguires will follow!”

“Don’t be so downhearted," said Arthur. "Sure, look - you still have your axes!”

Eunan reached for his side pouch, and sure enough, the three axes given to him by Desmond were safely wrapped up inside. The sigh became a splutter and then a cough, but it was relief all the same.

“Now, isn’t that a bit of luck for you; the man who’s got nothing?" and Arthur smiled reassuringly at Eunan. "Sure, when you get back to the war and throw them at someone’s head, you’ll have brains on them too. Why so downhearted? Speculating to accumulate, that’s you! You’re acquiring things all the time. Come on, let me help you up. Desmond is waiting for us in the house on the other side of the island.”

“Desmond is here?” asked Eunan.

“Yes, and he’ll be glad to see you," said Arthur. "Now come on.”

Eunan’s body was a bag of aches and groans and moved like a man quadruple his age. But Arthur took pity on him, offered him a shoulder and helped him up and off the rocky beach. They climbed the small hill and looked over the lake. Bobbing bodies and debris blighted their view.

“They did that on purpose to frighten us,” said Arthur. “Pushing the bodies from the castle downriver. But it won’t work. We know we’re safe out here on the islands.”

Eunan turned away, for he could dwell on his defeat no more.

“We can’t live here forever," said Arthur, "but we can for now. Let’s go find Desmond,” and he led Eunan away.

The island was small, and it took them five minutes to cross it. The island was not the first one Eunan encountered as he floated up the lake. Hugh Maguire supposedly occupied Devenish Island. The island was an obvious target for the English, working their way downriver since the island commanded access to the lower lough. However, Hugh Maguire had created a formidable defence. Desmond had chosen somewhere far more discrete; a little hideaway that you would sail straight past unless you had a specific reason to go there.

Arthur led Eunan to a compact cove, surrounded by trees, facing out onto the lake. It was the perfect hideout. Desmond sat on a rock with a large stick pointing over the lake, and its string looped carelessly around so that the end tickled the waves. Eunan’s heart lept. He would have run to greet Desmond, but his legs were jelly and had spent most of their energy crossing the island. All he could manage was to give out a faint croak.

“Come, he’ll never hear that," said Arthur. "You need to rest yourself.”

Arthur turned toward Desmond’s back and cupped his mouth.

“Master, come see who has come to visit!” he shouted.

Desmond looked over his shoulder as if this exertion was all the energy he was prepared to spend. That was until he saw…

“Eunan!”

Desmond dropped his stick into the lake to float off into oblivion, and the fish were spared their lives for a couple of hours at least. Desmond hobbled over the smooth stone shore with all the speed his legs and grip of his shoes would grant him. His exertions were not in vain, for the embrace was true, and the words of welcome exuded a warmth rarely expressed by either of them. This time Arthur became the physical crutch for both as the three-legged horse hopped towards the little stone house that was the sanctuary. There were three chairs and a table in the house’s shadows, all donated by the trees of the island. Eunan flopped onto the most comfortable looking of these and Desmond, only momentarily, grimaced as he had the grace to give up his favourite chair for his dearest guest.

“Here, let me take these,” said Arthur as he undid the axes pouch from Eunan’s belt. “I’ll fetch you some clothes. I doubt they’ll fit, but they’ll do ‘till we get your rags clean. I’ll see if anyone else has some spare clothes the next time I visit the other islands.”

“Thank you, very kind,” mumbled Eunan.

Arthur came with some spare clothes, and Eunan picked them off his arm one by one and changed.

“Now my duties as a clothes rack are complete," said Arthur. "I hope you like fish, for it's fish with everything around here! My speciality is fish with fish, but recently I’ve been venturing into fish with grass.” 

“He’s not joking!” exclaimed Desmond.

“I prefer to feast from the field than dip my stick in the water,” said Eunan.

“A strange sentiment for a man who grew up beside a lake,” said Desmond.

“But you’ll make do with it, for you’ll need your strength for the war all the same,” added Arthur.

Arthur picked up Desmond’s bag and sighed into its emptiness.

“Well, we won’t be relying on Desmond’s stick for our supper," said Arthur, "for it has barely had its strength tested by little mouths tugging on the line.”

“I’ve far better skills than my fishing, that’s for sure!” laughed Desmond.

“None of which are any use to us on this island," said Arthur. "Since when has arguing politics with a trout turned it into dinner? It looks like I’ll have to do the fishing as usual.” He turned to fetch his rod.

Eunan’s smile overcame the tiredness on his face, and he turned to his mentor.

“Desmond, I have missed you,” he said with a shy tenderness.

Desmond turned his head to ignore such raw emotions.

“Don’t ruin a pleasant reunion by getting all sentimental,” he said.

“The Maguires need you!” said Eunan.

Desmond saw Eunan could barely keep awake.

“Sleep before the conversation turns serious," replied Desmond. "I want to know everything, but you need strength and a clear head to tell me. Arthur, take him and put him to bed. We’ll eat and talk when you’re ready.”

Eunan attempted to protest, but Arthur’s kindness was overpowering and the lure of a comfortable bed overwhelming.


      [image: ]“Get up, sleepyhead!” and Arthur shook Eunan awake.

“Where am I?” Eunan cried, but he remembered and relaxed again upon sight of Arthur’s face. “Is it time to eat? The feast of the marriage of Hugh Maguire could barely dent my insatiable appetite!”

“It has been time to eat many times since you laid down your head," said Arthur, "and Desmond couldn’t wait for you! You’ve slept for two days, but I have spent those two days well. I have fetched your new clothes, food from the field, and an axe worthy of a warrior of your stature. I suggest you bathe so your smell does not put us off eating the modest meal I have prepared. Then I’ll look at your wounds, and then you can eat. Only when your stomach is full and your mind is at rest, can you discuss the woes of the world with Desmond. Now, let me help you up and bring you to the lake.”

Eunan deflated into the comfort of kindness. He followed Arthur’s instructions, and he soon dangled his feet in the lake, dressed in new clothes, with a full belly, and his wounds tended and wrapped. Desmond came to join him. Desmond set his fishing line into the lake and listened to the stories of Eunan’s adventures and what he had found out about himself since they had last parted. He listened and did not interrupt. At last, Eunan finished and sought his reaction and words of wisdom. He composed himself.

“I warned you about Seamus MacSheehy previously," said Desmond. "He is a man of great cunning and skill, and I hope you have more of his traits rather than those of his brother. I would be wary of him and suspicious of his intentions. A man like him must have bastards littered up and down the country so why does he pay so much attention to you? You are young and impulsive, and I fear he may lead you down the wrong path. Since you ask, I will give you my advice.

“Forget Seamus. If he survived, he has probably now fled. Forget your childhood, and the priests and how they scarred you with their bloodletting, which they claim will cure you. It won’t. Trust me. I’ve done it all. It is all in your mind, and until you resolve it within yourself, it will burden you forever. The worries of the world are significant, without you weighing yourself down with a view of the past that exists only in your head. You can, and need to be, a great warrior for your clan. Hugh Maguire needs you more than ever now.

“I’m vaguely familiar with your father, Cathal, but more familiar with the O’Cassidys in your region. However, I have news for you. The spies that watch Donnacha O’Cassidy Maguire for me, tell me that a certain Captain Willis organised the raid that led to your father’s death. I don’t know how Donnacha came across the information, and he is not averse to spreading poison and lies. Don’t follow the path of pursuing revenge. It will cloud your judgment and distract you from your actual mission.

“I am also familiar with your mother, and it’s your mother’s family that you should pursue. She was an O’Cassidy Maguire, whose father married her off to your father for some mysterious reason, especially considering the O’Cassidys were on the ascent. She was a cousin to Donnacha O’Cassidy Maguire, with whom you’re very familiar. If you are as serious as you say you are about helping your clan, the best way you can do that is to become the O’Cassidy Maguire. Ride south to Derrylinn and stake your claim to the title. The incumbent is your mother’s brother, Cormac O’Cassidy. He is a turncoat and a cheat. Barely a bullet had left Captain Dowdall’s guns and embedded themselves in rebel flesh or the walls of Enniskillen when he turned and declared for Connor Roe.

“However, Cormac O’Cassidy is a powerful and connected man, and the O’Cassidys have a potent influence on the Maguires. Therefore, you must use stealth and guile to achieve your aims. But with war comes opportunity, and, if you are clever, your time will come.

“But we can talk more about that later. You are going nowhere until you are fit and healthy. Why don’t you relax and we might do a little fishing to pass the time? If the English try to attack this lake, it’ll be a long time before they make it up here.”

“I’d like that,” replied Eunan.

“Now, why don’t you relax or make yourself useful somewhere else. Your shadow is distracting the fish!” said Desmond.

Eunan laughed.

“Try to catch enough for all of us this dinnertime. I’m famished!” he replied.

“Don’t you go taking anything Arthur says about me seriously. Now go get some rest,” said Desmond as he smiled reassuringly at Eunan.

Eunan got up and placed his hand on Desmond's shoulder. He lingered there wondering is this what a proper father-son moment felt like? Desmond patted his hand and Eunan got up and walked towards the house. But he felt restless and set about exploring the tiny island. The island had not much of anything except a peaceful silence. Eunan went to the opposite side of the island, to where Desmond and Arthur were. He looked out onto the lake and tried to pick out Devenish Island. Dark clouds gathered both over his head and in his mind.

He felt his blood boil in his arms. He berated himself for being weak, for letting his father die, for letting Hugh Maguire fall under the spell of Donnacha O’Cassidy Maguire, for letting Seamus live, for the fall of Enniskillen Castle.

“May a curse be on all those who have done me and my family ill. May this bad blood that runs through my veins be good for something, and that thing be vengeance!”

He heard Desmond and Arthur’s voices from behind the trees on the other side of the island. He calmed down, and as the adrenalin of his bad blood receded, he deflated and was once more overcome by tiredness.

He lay down on a grassy knoll that overlooked the stony shore. He looked up at the sky and examined the white fluffy clouds that had taken over the sky since he last looked, and wondered when the next rain shower was coming. His mind drifted back to his youth, but he banished the flashes of anger and thought back to the idyllic times he spent in Enniskillen, the last time he paid attention to clouds. He was soon in blissful sleep, waiting for the next rain shower.








  
  

Chapter four

The promise
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Shea Óg sat his prize beside the fire so he could keep his eye on him. Shea Óg’s sons had badly beaten Seamus, but on his orders, they spared his face. Seamus hung his head, bound hand and foot, and his stomach rumbled as if it was a volcano. Shea Óg and his sons feasted on the beasts from the Maguire’s fields and ale stolen from the Maguire cellars while Seamus looked on. 

“Do I get a last supper?" he said.  "Surely you’ll get more money for me if I’m fit and recognisable?”

Sean O'Rourke threw his chicken leg into his bowl and the gravy splashed upon his tunic, further enraging him.

“You! Shut yer face! Or I’ll come over and smash it in for you!” he said.

“Easy, Sean,” said his father. “Our reward will be with us tomorrow morning. The man who offered us good money for Seamus is on his way. There’ll be no killing tonight.”

Sean cursed and sat down again and returned to eating. Seamus thought it best to be quiet for a while. Shea Óg and his sons sat and drank and became increasingly rowdy. Seamus breathed in deeply to catch the scent of the food. 

“Can you throw a bit of that meat my way?" he said. "If I look scrawny and ill, he may take pity on me and dull his desire to kill me and offer you less.”

“It would give me just as much pleasure to kill you myself as it would to take that man’s money,” roared Sean over his shoulder.

“But if you did that," said Seamus, "you’d be straight back to starving in the middle of a bog when the English discard you, which they will.”

The air crackled. Sean slammed his spoon into his bowl as if a crooked penny had dropped.

“You know what?" Sean said. "I think you’re right! So why don’t you come over and have some of our stew!”

Sean strode over and grabbed the bound Seamus and dragged him towards the fire over which a pot was suspended.

“No! No!” cried Seamus, for he recognised the look in Sean’s eye.

“Who’s the big man now?” and Sean pulled Seamus up, grabbed him by the hair and pushed him towards the pot.

The stew bubbled beneath Seamus. The bubbles popped and singed his face, and the heat repulsed him. He hadn’t eaten in days, and the waft drew him back. He felt faint as his resistance weakened and the violence of Sean’s pressure intensified.

“No! No!” cried Shea Óg. “As much as it would please me to avenge myself by doing to him what he did to me, we have mouths to feed. We need to replace the cattle he stole from us, and we can’t do that without selling him. We’ll get nothing for him if you mangle his face, and he can’t be recognised.”

“I recognise him! I’ll say it’s him!” said Sean. Anger surged from red face to red fists.

“No, Sean, let him go,” Shea Óg said.

“Damn him to hell!” Sean threw Seamus backwards and kicked him in the ribs.

“You’re not getting any food for that,” he shouted as Seamus squirmed on the ground.

Sean sat down, and Shea Óg put his arm around his shoulders.

“We’ll get paid, and get suitable revenge for my face, mark my words!”

Sean shook him off and flopped back into his former seat. They ate in silence.
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“The captain has summoned the prisoners! The captain has summoned the prisoners!”

“Ha!” shouted Shea Óg as he jolted upright, shook off the ale, and pointed at his prisoner. He smelt a modicum of revenge in the humiliation of his captive.

“Bring him! Let Seamus see what happens to the enemies of the English.” 

“Don’t do it on my account,” replied Seamus. “I’ve seen it all before.”

“Ah, sure, then do it for us,” said Sean. “We’ve only seen our father’s face being shoved in a pot of boiling water. We want to increase our torture proficiency.”

Shea Óg’s sons picked up Seamus and dragged him across the Irish allies’ periphery camp to the English campsite; the hollering and gunfire echoed in the air as guidance. 

When they arrived, the first order of business was to cast Seamus to the ground, leaving him with Sean and his freshly sharpened axe for company. The second was for Shea Óg and the other sons to explore the camp. All the roads in the camp led to a large circle within which burned the celebratory fire. To one side lay the dejected Irish prisoners and those English soldiers who were unlucky in drawing lots as to who should perform guard duty. Captain Dowdall stood to the side to avoid being the centre of attention, enjoyed a drink with the other officers, and left the soldiers to their own devices. The looted vaults of the castle would provide the merriment tonight.

The drink had stripped away the English soldiers’ stress and inhibitions, and they turned on the prisoners with a cruel thirst for vengeance. A drunken sergeant who stumbled from the crowd announced himself as “James Eccarsall esquire, loyal servant of the Queen and scourge of these Irish scoundrels.”

The soldiers met his stumbling, exaggerated bows with cheers and laughter. Sergeant Eccarsall’s reputation in the camp was such that several soldiers lined up behind him, for they knew that the prime entertainment was about to begin.

“Ladies and gentlemen!" said the sergeant. "Traitors and loyal subjects of the Crown! To what do we owe our victory today? Well, of course, there was the cunning of our excellent Captain Dowdall!”

The Captain nodded, raised his mug and smiled in approval to the cheers of his men.

“But we had a little secret, didn’t we?” said the sergeant.

“Yes!” and the soldiers laughed and scorned the unsuspecting prisoners.

“Now we still have many of these Irish traitors still alive, don’t we?”

“Not for long,” bayed back the soldiers.

“Oh, don’t be so cruel. We have to introduce them to the man who served them up to us on a platter, don’t we?”

“Yes!” said the soldiers.

“Bring him here.”

Two soldiers escorted a young man with the darting eyes and quivering body of a frightened rabbit. They stood him beside Sergeant Eccarsall.

“Here he is, ladies and gentlemen: Connor O’Cassidy!”

“Hurray!”

The Irish survivors, bound and sat to the side, said nothing. Some of them recognised Connor O’Cassidy and deposited the remains of their saliva in the mud at the mention of his name. The English soldiers cheered.

“We caught this man with the messages of the traitor Hugh Maguire," said the sergeant, "carrying plots and conspiracies against the Queen to other gullible Macs and O’s. He readily gave up his messages and begged us for a way he could make up his previous connivances to his beloved Queen.”

The soldiers jeered.

“So what did our goodly traitor do? He showed us the secret way into the castle. That’s what he did. And when we got there, what did we do? Massacred all the treacherous Macs and O’s!”

“Hurray!”

“So here is your reward, oh loyal servant of the Queen. Here in this bag are your thirty pieces of silver which I’ll tie around your neck!” and the sergeant held up a bag of coins for all to see.

“Hurray!”

The sergeant tied the bag around Connor O’Cassidy’s neck.

“I …didn’t…you forced me to…” said Connor O'Cassidy.

“Now, don’t be so modest. I know you wanted to give all to Queen and country. But subjects who have given such service should accept their just rewards. So kneel before the representative of the Queen!”

The sergeant unsheathed his sword, and two soldiers came behind Connor O’Cassidy and pressed down on his shoulders until he knelt. James Eccarsall gently placed the blade of his sword on both of Connor’s shoulders.

“By the powers vested in me, I dub thee, Sir Connor Cassidy.”

The English soldiers roared with laughter.

“Arise, Sir Cassidy, let us dispense with those savage marks of the O’.” 

The soldiers behind Connor O’Cassidy hooked his arms and lifted him to his feet.

“Now, for your service to the Queen, you can have any of the lands of your former brethren you should wish for. Tell us, what lands would you like?”

“I don’t want to take anything that does not belong…”

“Don’t worry about that!" said the sergeant. "You don’t have to pick now. Once you decide we will section off your land nice and neat so that when the English settlers arrive, they’ll take all the traitors’ land, but not yours. But what you do need is some peasants to work the land for you.”

Sergeant Eccarsall walked over to the Irish prisoners, stood behind them and expanded his arms out wide, as if offering them to Connor.

“So, what do we have here? Take your pick, Sir Cassidy. There are plenty of peasants to choose from. Lazy ones, fat ones, liars all. But we’ll soon starve them into submission so they’ll work for you. All they have to do is pledge their loyalty to the Queen. Then they’ll receive a plot of land, a sum of rent to pay both yourself and the Queen, and they can live. So who’s first to pledge?”

The English jeers submerged the rebel silence. Sergeant Eccarsall walked back to Connor O’Cassidy.

“They must be a little shy. They don’t want to break rank in front of their former comrades.”

Sergeant Eccarsall turned to chide the prisoners.

“The rebellion is over. Enniskillen burns around you! The Maguire is now a fugitive, a wild dog hiding by himself in a wood. Save yourselves. Accept her Majesty’s pardon, pledge to the Crown and accept your place. Now, who’s first?” 

The Irish prisoners bowed their heads again to escape the sergeant’s attention. Finally, Sergeant Eccarsall ran out of patience.

“If you will not volunteer, then we are going to have to volunteer you. Men, bring me the first prisoner.”

Two guards grabbed the nearest prisoner to them and threw them in front of Sir Cassidy.

“Now then, kiss the hand of your new lord, pledge allegiance to the Queen, and you can go free,” said Sergeant Eccarsall.

The soldiers grabbed the wrist of Connor O’Cassidy and thrust it into the face of the prisoner.

“Kiss his hand!”

Another soldier came behind the prisoner and forced the prisoner’s head forward.

“I’ll never pledge for that traitor!” the prisoner croaked, and what little saliva he had struck Sir Cassidy’s shirt.

“Nobody insults a knight of the realm like that,” and Sergeant Eccarsall plunged his sword into the prisoner’s chest.

“Send him back to the Maguire,” and the sergeant waved the body away. 

The guards dragged the dead man’s body into the dark. 

“You two, come. Fetch the next prisoner,” and Sergeant Eccarsall selected two new soldiers and directed them to stand behind the prisoners.

The sergeant chose his next victim and forced him to kneel in front of Sir Cassidy, bow his head and kiss his hand.

“What’s this?” James Eccarsall exclaimed.

The man turned away in shame. A wet ring rapidly expanded around the prisoner’s groin.

“What!? We can’t have this,” roared the sergeant. “Cowards go straight back to the Maguire!”

The guards dragged him into the dark, ignoring his cries for mercy. Everyone heard one final short sharp cry, and then a substantial plop of something heavy being dropped into water.

Shea Óg had returned to protect his prize. He leaned in behind Seamus.

“They are literally sending them back to the Maguire. But you won’t get to die so easily.”

Seamus jerked his head away from Shea’s foul breath. By the end of the evening, Sir Cassidy had enough residents for his first tiny village.
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Captain Dowdall stood before them, and the sun glistened on his fresh uniform as it bypassed his cruel smirk. His men around him appeared as monsters to the bleary-eyed rebel prisoners, dirty faces and clothes, the scrawny beards of men in the middle of a campaign, the sideward stagger of those not yet sober enough to hold their weapons straight. Yet, they were hulking, leering monsters all the same, and they could whip the prisoners lives away in one flash of hungover temper. Captain Dowdall was neither impressed by the state of his men, the tools with which to fulfil his orders, nor the tatters hulks of men he held prisoner, for they encumbered his progress. However, he had more pressing matters. He called his men to attention. The guttural barks of his sergeants echoed his articulate shout. The men made the best line they could, given the night before.

“We need to leave a small garrison here and move onto the lower lough,” he said as he addressed his men. “Sergeant Rogers, take fifty men and string up the prisoners in the town. Kill any that resist or cannot walk. Make sure the peasants can see the hangings. Sergeant McGregor will continue the castle repairs with the rest of the men. We leave in three days.”

“What about the prisoners we promised to Connor O’Cassidy, sir?” said Sergeant Rogers.

“What!? Are you drunk on duty, sergeant? You didn’t take that seriously, did you? String them up in the town as a warning to the rest of the Macs and O’s. We have neither the time nor capacity to herd a bunch of prisoners behind us!”

“Yes, sir, at once, sir!” and the sergeant ran away with such an enthusiasm to fulfil his orders, hoping with his endeavours being so impressive, the captain would not remember the previous conversation.

The English soldiers broke their rickety lines and descended on the Irish prisoners. Most prisoners offered little resistance and could walk. The remaining few met a sword’s blade for the last time. 

The soldiers came for Seamus, for Shea Óg was no longer there to protect him. They bound Seamus hand and foot and raised a sword above his head. Seamus clenched his eyes shut as if for the last time. He felt his legs turn to jelly. Prayers came to his lips but remained incomplete. The sword descended, and he heard it cut into something, but he felt no pain. His arms fell to the ground, and his upper body felt such relief. He was free. If only for a moment.

“Get up, or the sword fills your chest,” said the soldier. 

Seamus obeyed and joined the column of twenty survivors in their march out of the castle and into the town. Their heads were bowed, their bodies mostly stripped, their minds substantially broken. The soldiers went to fetch Connor O’Cassidy, but Captain Dowdall intervened.

“No! Not him. He stays in the castle for now. I’ve got other plans for him.”

Seamus turned his head to see Connor O’Cassidy being taken away.

The column reached the town, and the soldiers searched the streets for prominent wood beams sound enough to hold a hanging man. Their hangovers impaired their judgment because for every man that was dangled successfully from a rope and succumbed to gravity despite their struggles, the next man would splutter and cough and turn scarlet and would not die. Instead, they would ‘send him to Jesus’ with a sword penetrating his side until it reached his heart, or the sergeant would order them to cut him down and have another go. The young man to be hanged before Seamus refused to slide easily to death at the hands of his hungover tormentors and was cut down three times before being shot by an impatient sergeant. 

“You next!” 

The sergeant pushed Seamus down the street and along the way tested the solidity of the house beams with his sword. He was finally satisfied by a wood beam that intersected two lanes, where a body would hang in prominent display. The sergeant smiled, for he was running out of traitors faster than he was running out of streets to display them in.

“Up there!” he said, addressing his men as he pointed to the beam. “Cast your rope up there!”

The soldiers secured the rope, tied the knot, and placed the noose around Seamus’s neck.

“We would ask you if you wanted to say any last prayers, but we don’t want to encourage any papist blasphemy now, do we?” and he smirked at Seamus. “Stand him on the bucket, boys, and then haul him up!”

“No!”

Everyone turned to see Sean O’Rourke at the end of the street, raising his hand in the air as he bent over and gasped for breath. He had arisen from his drunken slumber to find his father’s prize had gone. As much as he wanted to see Seamus dead, he did not want to be responsible for his clan’s continued poverty.

“That man is the possession of my father! He captured him, and he has a price on his head. Captain Dowdall promised us his ransom money as part of our payment for our support!”

“Well, you’re too late," said the sergeant. "The captain told us to execute all the prisoners, all except the prime traitor O’Cassidy. If the captain had any deal with you, he didn’t tell us about it. So string him up, boys!”

“No, do not touch that man! The Crown wants him!”

Sergeant Rogers turned towards the voice that came from the other end of the street. The silhouette of a one-armed man on horseback stood before him.

“Are we going to get on with this hanging or what?” Seamus pleaded with the sergeant, for he felt the man on horseback was a past that he did not want to catch up with, and he would rather die quickly. The man on horseback came out of the shadows to reveal his captain’s uniform. Shea Óg buzzed around his feet as if an irritating insect.

“That man is mine!” said the captain. “Release him to me.”

The sergeant hesitated but realised he had little choice, or it would be his neck in the noose.

Shea Óg patted his pocket and smiled towards Seamus. The deed was done.








  
  

Chapter five

Back at the castle
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The pain of the floorboards on Seamus’s knees was almost unbearable. However, it was more bearable than to give any of his enemies the pleasure of seeing him in agony. He inhaled into the recesses of his lungs to hide his pain. He put on his granite face. He was back again in Enniskillen Castle as he waited for his unknown fate. 

Shea Óg was elated. He sat in the shadows waiting for instruction from his masters. He got half his money up front, and the rest was due on Seamus’s demise. Was he getting paid to watch Seamus die? He could not believe his luck.

Captain Dowdall’s mood was entirely on the other side of the spectrum as he plotted his assault on Devenish Island and he raged around his room. He poured over maps, barked at his sergeants, and dictated pleading letters to Dublin and the governor of Connacht, stating that Fermanagh was almost conquered, but he could not fully subdue the Maguires without more men.

The other mysterious English captain who paid for Seamus sat and ate. His clothes were dirty from a long ride, and he was tired and hungry. His only words to Seamus had been “I have got you now” before Shea Óg came buzzing around asking for his money. He pushed his empty plate into the middle of the table and took a long drink. Before he had even finished- 

“Are we going to hang Seamus now?” Shea Óg said.

The scorn in the captain’s eyes was visible even in the dimly lit room.

“Seamus MacSheehy will meet his fate all in good time. Meanwhile, I’m sure Captain Dowdall has some tasks to keep you gainfully employed?”

“Only if he knows how to flush those snakes out of the lower lakes,” replied Dowdall.

“I’m sure I could think of something for a suitable amount of coin!” said Shea Óg.

“You need to show your loyalty to the Crown and do things for the good of the realm, not dance at the gleam of a shiny coin!” said Captain Dowdall.

“I take the example of Lord Deputy Fitzwilliam seriously.”

“You Irish knaves need a far better role model!”

The other captain turned to Seamus.

“Men, bring him to the roof. I wish to speak to him alone.”

Shea Óg turned in horror.

“But if he dies-”

“Let go of your prize!" the captain said. "You’ll be paid in good time. Don’t wear out your welcome by being tiresome.”

Shea Óg nodded and cowered back towards Captain Dowdall and let Seamus leave the room.

The soldiers escorted Seamus to the roof.

“Leave us,” ordered the Captain.

“But sir! He is only bound by hand!” said the soldier.

“I shall put him down with a swift slash of my sword should he be so foolish as to try anything. Do as I say.”

The men left and positioned themselves out of sight on the stairwell, for they did not share their superior’s confidence.

Seamus edged over to the wall, so at least he had death as an escape route. The captain smirked.

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

“I have met many an English captain," Seamus said, "mainly with an axe in my hand. But I don’t remember you.”

“I can’t have changed that much," said the Captain. "We both served together in the Netherlands. Don’t you remember?”

Seamus shook his head. “You must’ve been a spy, for I only served the Spanish Crown!”

“There is no need to lie to me. None of your compatriots are here to dub you a traitor. We both know you served under William Stanley.”

Seamus paused. He knew being caught in Ireland and being recognised as a compatriot of William Stanley was a death sentence. Unfortunately, Seamus lived under the shadow of several death sentences and had yet to work out which sword loomed over him.

“I was a mercenary for the Spanish," Seamus said, "but what makes you think I served under him?”

“Because I was one of the few officers that remained loyal to the Queen and country when the cowardly traitor gave Deventer to the Spanish. Do you not remember me? I am Captain Williamson, and I have sworn to track down every Irish traitor from Deventer who sets foot on Irish soil and hang them from the nearest tree!”

The expression on Seamus's face did not change.

“You must have mistaken me for someone else. Many Irish served in the Netherlands, and I’m surprised you can tell them apart. But why make such a fuss about me? Why save me from the rope?”

“We’ll get to that," said the captain. "But I know who you are, and we have met. You may have never served under the English, but yet you caused us so much damage. I was there that night in Deventer. I was one of the few non-Catholic English officers serving under Stanley. He argued so bitterly against his commander all it needed was a little worm from the Spanish to have him turning coat. You were that little worm.”

Seamus shook his head again and smiled. “You have a vivid imagination! Even if you believe your own story, that makes me even more likely to be swinging off the rafters in Enniskillen town.”

“You had infiltrated the ranks of the Irish units in the English army, leveraging the sympathies of your fellow Munster men.”

“Even more foolish for you to go recruiting in lands you’ve just destroyed. That’s the harvest you get when you sow bitter seeds.”

The captain's eyes narrowed as he loomed over Seamus.

“You whispered in Stanley’s ear to revolt and turned to the Spanish. In the bitter fighting that ensued between him and what few loyal men we could gather, we had to take to the river and flee.”

Seamus still wore the same deadpan expression.

“That still doesn’t tell me why I am still alive?”

The captain was getting more and more agitated as he failed to see fear in Seamus's face.

“Stanley’s men are drip-fed back to Ireland to both encourage and lead an insurrection!”

Seamus shook his head.

“I left the Netherlands years ago.”

“Yet here we are!”

Captain Williamson walked over to the other side of the roof while monitoring Seamus.

“Come over here and look into the courtyard.”

Seamus gave the captain a mistrustful glance but knew he did not have a choice.

“Look down in the courtyard below," said the captain. "Tell me what you see.”

Seamus looked at Captain Williamson with a steely glare that said nothing would move him.

“Go on, look. If I wanted to kill you, I would have let you swing from the rope last night. Look down below and tell me what you see.”

Seamus peered over the edge of the wall and pulled back after the shortest of views.

“People.”

“I know that! What sort of people? Who are they? Look down and find the answer to what I’m looking for as if your life, or maybe someone else’s, depends on it. Only give me an answer when you know what it is.”

Seamus looked over the edge again. He studied all the people in the courtyard, who they were and what they were doing.

“It looks like you are rounding up all the refugees from the castle and the surrounding areas. Why are you showing this to me? I’m a mercenary. What do I care for the locals when I know I will not get paid?”

The captain gave a smirk and wagged his finger at Seamus.

“A mercenary you may be, but you have a heart and decide certain things for yourself. Look again and tell me when you have the answer.”

Seamus looked in the courtyard again. It was the same mass of faces, the same expressions of apprehension and despair. This time he noticed that the Irish lackeys were searching through the crowds and separating some people, be it for they were rebels or for the settlement of some feud or grudge whose cause had been long forgotten. The soldiers reopened the castle gate, and a flood of refugees rolled into the courtyard. Seamus then saw Shea Óg and Sean. They waded through the crowds of people searching for someone. They came upon a group near the gate. Shea Óg looked up towards Captain Williamson and smiled. He pointed towards the cluster, who were attempting to obscure themselves with hoods and scarves. 

Captain Williamson smiled. “You may have your answer soon.”

Shea Óg and his sons swam through the crowd at several angles, so there was no escape for their victims. They had them surrounded, and fear created a circle around them as those that were not part of this group separated themselves. Shea Óg walked up to his prey and tore off their hoods and scarves. Seamus grimaced. Shea Óg had found his wife.

“Now it is time to begin our negotiations,” said Captain Williamson.

“I want to see her first,” Seamus said.

“You already have. I don’t want you to go all soft on me before you start your mission.”

“Let me say goodbye. If I know my wife and my men’s families are safe, they will help me in whatever connivance you would have me do. You can spare me a couple of minutes before we talk!”

Captain Williamson lent over the wall and signalled to Shea Óg. Seamus saw the disappointment in Shea Óg’s nodding head. There would be no killing today. The captain turned to the guards on the roof.

“Men! Bring him to the basement!”
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“I’m so glad to see that you are alive,” and Seamus held up his bound hands, for he sought her tender touch.

His wife knew his meaning, and she embraced him.

“I am surprised to see you here,” she said. “Given the bodies around the castle and the bodies of once good men hanging from the trees, I’m surprised they did not kill you on sight!”

Seamus's face softened from his wife's touch and some of the tension drained from his body.

“I fear they have a worse fate for me, one where I wished they’d killed me instead. But that is for the future. I must bargain my life for yours. Once I make the bargain, what will you do with your life, my love?”

His wife held him tight and fought back her tears for she knew that her husband needed to be strong for what lay ahead.

“I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself for me. Let us die here together! Surely you must have a blade? Cut my throat first and then finish yourself, and we shall leave this wretched world to its feuds and endless spirals of revenge.”

“Rags on a man don’t have many uses and makes concealing a weapon increasingly more difficult. Go south to Munster. See what has happened to your family. They may have made some recovery there. Forget me. Whatever they have in store for me ends in my death. You have two Galloglass to protect you. Go far away from here, as far as you can get! If I live, I will find you.”

The butt of an axe slammed against the door.

“Start finishing up in there, lover boy! If you try anything when we come in, we’re going to slice your sweetheart in two.”

Sean and his brother slowly opened the door and grabbed Seamus’s wife. They smiled as if their eyes were windows to all the evil deeds they would like to do to his wife in revenge for their father.

“Don’t touch her, or you’ll answer to Captain Williamson!” Seamus said.

“Ha! You changed your tune pretty quick," said Sean.

The door slammed, and she was gone.

They left Seamus for several hours to contemplate what could happen to his wife if he did not cooperate.
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“Stand back from the door!”

“I sit here waiting for my food," said Seamus. "Whatever your dastardly task is, it requires energy, so I must be fed!”

“You can eat this,” and the last thing Seamus saw was the butt of an axe swinging towards his face.

The cool breeze and several slaps revived him. The light was now fading on the rooftop, and Captain Williamson stood, supporting himself on his elbow on the other side of the roof. His grin was as wide as his face.

“Now you have seen your motivation," said the captain, "I’m sure you’ll be more amenable to my offers.”

“Speak of your offers," said Seamus, "and we shall see what I can do for you.”

“It should be quite easy. All you have to do is swap sides. You are a mercenary, after all.”

“If only it were that easy!”

“Let me continue my tale from the Netherlands, and you shall see why my mission so fits a man of your skills, flexible morality and deftness with dagger, axe or gun!”

“You talk me up so much. You’ll only increase your disappointment!”

Captain Williamson ignored Seamus’s sarcasm.

“You followed our unit after the battle of Zutphen and you whispered in the ears of Rowland York and the traitor Stanley. You served with the Irish brigades in the Spanish army, and your deception was that your Irish soldiers were going to defect to us! Meanwhile, unbeknown to the loyal officers of the garrisons of Zutphen and Deventer, you were planning the ultimate double-cross. So when the double-cross came, they executed many loyal and faithful soldiers of the Crown, hanged, or at best died when trying to make their escape. When I fled, I pleaded to track down every Irish wretch that ever tried to return home to cause trouble and hang them from the nearest tree. I have dreamed for years of capturing you and watching the life squeezed out of your neck!”

“But you still haven’t answered my questions. Why am I still alive, and why are you bothering to blackmail me with the life of my wife?”

“Because we hear there is a bigger prize than you coming back from the Netherlands. Even bigger than you! One prize that I would even risk seeing you escape for if I could get them.”

“Which is?” said Seamus.

“Hugh Boye MacDavitt!” The captain gave Seamus a knowing look.

“MacDavitt!” said Seamus.

“Yes, MacDavitt! Your commander in the Netherlands. We revile and loath you, but he is a much greater threat to us than you are. You are a cunning, devious, bloodthirsty mercenary, but you do not have MacDavitt’s military prowess. The rebel confederacy would be much more powerful with his organisational and training skills. That is why we want you to kill him for us!”

Seamus shook his head.

“That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard. Just throw me over the side and into the river and get it done with!”

“But I also have personal reasons for sparing you for MacDavitt.”

“Which are?” Seamus did not want to know but knew he would find out anyway.

“This!” and Captain Williamson waved the stub of his left arm at Seamus. ”I sought the Queen’s revenge against the traitors, and MacDavitt stabbed me in the arm. I was too injured to fight and was forced to flee. The wound went septic, and the doctor had to cut it off. From that day onwards, I swore revenge on MacDavitt, and now, you can deliver it for me!”

“How am I supposed to do that if no one knows where he is?”

“Ha! It will not be easy, but we know how you can do it,” the captain began to pace around Seamus.

“More to the point, why would I do it?”

“Because we have your wife and the families of your men. If you refuse to do it or double-cross us, we’ll make such examples of them, their legend will never be forgotten on these shores.”

“So how am I supposed to do it, and how do I know you won’t double-cross me?”

The captain gave a grin for he knew he now had Seamus.

“Don’t worry about that. I have a plan. I have thought of everything.”


      [image: ]The next day Seamus rode out of the castle in front of a body of men. Shea Óg and Sean O’Rourke rode beside Seamus. Six other Irish veterans from the Netherlands rode behind. They ducked to avoid the hanging body of Dáithai MacCabe, the ex-Maguire commander of the castle, as he hung above the castle gate.
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