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        Everyone loves a good “What If . . . ?” scenario.

      

      

      

      
        
        These are our stories.

      

      

      

      Journey with us through the ages and share in the adventures of:

      

      1350 bce			Pharaoh Neferneferuaton

      840 bce			Queen Itha-ba’al

      20 bce				Queen Amanirenas

      1 ce 				Miriam of Magdela

      455 ce				Princess Taumuriya

      810 ce				Joan

      900 ce 				Freyja Brynhildr

      1116 ce				Marian of Nanjizal

      1150 ce				Queen Eleanor

      1390 ce				Christine de Pizan

      1490 & 2020 ce		Kali’na & WindRider

      1570 ce				Grace Ó’Máille

      1690 ce				Julie D’Aubigny

      1764 ce				Caroline Herschel & Maria Anna Mozart

      1880 ce				Harriet Tubman

      1940 ce				Friedl Dicker-Brandeis

      1940 ce				Amelia Earhart

      1960 ce				Henrietta Leavitt

      1965 ce				Marilyn Monroe

      1990 ce				Professor Anna Harris

      

      We’ll see glimpses of the future as well, as a few of the tales—no, not saying which—jump ahead to 2030, 2053, 2065, and 2075.
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        D. J. Stevenson

      

      

      

      If at first you succeed, do it again—even bigger and even better than before.

      After the joy of producing HERitage Volume One, Shifting, Swirling HERitage, I decided almost immediately that Volume Two, Twisting, Turning Timeshifts, needed to happen. Some of the authors from the first one returned, joined by a number of equally magnificent new writers. And this time, post inaugural edition, boys played too.

      Like before, the stories span the globe and stretch across vast historical eras from thousands of years in the past to a few decades in the future.  All of history and geography provide a huge canvas for our tales.

      Also like before, I’m awestruck by the talent and creativity of all these contributors.  All wrote to the common theme, yet the spectacular variety in content and tone delighted and amazed me every bit as much as the first time.

      Clearly, political and religious leaders greatly affect the course of world events.  This volume contains stories aplenty of queens and generals and presidents—heads of state and heads of churches. Imagine the pre-Columbian Americas where the term ‘pre-Columbian’ has no meaning.  Envision a Eurasian political and cultural landscape without mighty Rome. Instead, the Amazons the ancient Greeks alluded to and admired—Sauromatians, Sarmatians, and then Scythians—remained dominant for millenia with their influence stretching east ward all the way to India and China, south across Africa, and north across Russland, Scandinavia, and all the way to the British Isles.  Even more, what if they wielded their proficiency in diplomacy and sports more than their military power.

      The aftermath of the reigns of Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine and Empress Maud unfold differently. Pharaoh Neferneferuton (formerly Nefertiti) and Queen Itha-ba’al (better known as Jezebel) forge different fates.  One-eyed Queen Amanirenas and a Norse princess change the flow of society.

      Consider the vast changes if Pope Joan were not an apocryphal warning, but rather wildly successful and reformative—and, ultimately, accepted.

      But they are not alone.

      You’ll also meet footsoldiers and fighter pilots and knights. A woman in WWII defies the Nazis then goes on to overturn convention in the art world. Activists such as Harriet Tubman prevail. Composer/musician Maria Anna Mozart and astronomers Caroline Herschal and Henrietta Leavitt blaze the trail for women in music and science. Actor Marilyn Monroe and opera singer Julie D’Aubigny step outside the box of entertainment to become leaders of political change.

      A person doesn’t need to command a standing army to change the world.  Sometimes they create their own band of allies who are even more effective.  Although none of the stories are related—except by theme—two take place in the same year.  Two others deal with relatives, with one queen features more peripherally rather than as the protagonist.

      Mainly, however, these are the adventures of people who refused to give up or give in.  They saw problems and didn’t sit around waiting for someone else to fix them.  They took action themselves and inspired others to follow their lead.

      So dive in and savor all these wonderful stories. I hope they bring you every bit as much pleasure as I had reading them.

      Hope, optimism, positivity, goodwill—their value and importance can not be overstated. They are crucial not just to survive but thrive. Naturally one must recognize and acknowledge problems, but then one must shift all focus and energy to striving for solutions.  That’s what I’d love these stories to inspire, and in a fun, entertaining way.

      

      Enjoy!

      

      D. J. Stevenson

      May 2025
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            A BLAST FROM THE PAST

          

          AZURE AVIANS

        

      

    

    
      Kali’na WindRider slammed the clear glass cockpit cover of her fighter jet down and secured it in place. The control stick jutted from the floor between her feet and came up between her legs. Helmet on but oxygen mask still dangling loose, she reviewed the controls which took up the bottom half of the cockpit in front of and to either side of her with their myriad switches, levers, buttons, gauges and screens.

      Dozens of other planes, all unoccupied, lined up on the tarmac. The ground crews had already retreated into the hangar. The control tower rose behind it. Four identical planes on the runway flanked her, two on either side, and she waved to their pilots in acknowledgment. Equally determined—and grim—they waved, nodded, or saluted in return. Two men and two other women.

      Her colleagues.

      Her friends.

      All going to their deaths as determinedly as she.

      Everyone on base called their group The Musketeers, with their brash newest and youngest member gleefully earning the moniker D’Artagnan, and the other three called the Three Musketeers. She supposed that made her de Tréville as their commander. Way better than Richelieu.

      Even as she concluded the pre-flight check, her mind wandered to centuries ago—to her most famous ancestor and the insurmountable odds she’d beaten.

      The voice from the control tower snapped her attention back from the past. She acknowledged the clearance to take off and soared into the crystalline azure sky, the other four planes on her wings. Such a tragically gorgeous day for the apocalypse.

      Back then, they’d suffered a severe technological disadvantage.

      How the hell had her ancestor done it?

      Silly question. Kali’na knew how. Even better than most—as a direct descendent of the woman her parents named her for—she knew the history as well as anyone, yet she still wondered sometimes.

      As her plane raced eastward, Kali’na wondered not just ‘how?’, but why ponder this now of all times? Probably because she expected to die within the hour. Still, why couldn’t Kali’na get the ancient history out of her mind? Even though the impending crisis mirrored the past, it seemed odd to fixate.

      She had plenty to worry about at the moment. The European Federation, led by the Soviet Union, had launched nuclear ICBMs. Imperial China had done the same. Despite high tensions, the launch had caught everyone unprepared. If Kali’na had to guess, the USSR and Chinese Empire had managed to conceal from the Great Lands’ intelligence agencies that they had made a pact.

      ‘Only’ ten missiles, five from the east and five from the west, all targeting the northern continent. Why the USSR hadn’t sent them over the Arctic Ocean, Kali’na didn’t know, but she wasn’t complaining. She’d accept all the extra time they could get.

      Not that it helped that much. The Great Northern Land couldn’t launch missiles to shoot them down because of the chance of missing. Drone-launched or plane-launched missiles were too small to take out the massive ICBMs.

      But the planes themselves . . .

      . . . the planes were big enough.

      Ramming a jet flying at hypersonic speed into the missiles would take them out.

      With a margin of error of zero, remote control or bailing out weren’t options. The pilots needed to be in the planes.

      So Kali’na and nine others, five on each coast, roared toward the implements of destruction thundering toward all they held dear. She’d heard unofficial rumors from people (who likely should not have said anything) that another solution was also in the works. The suicide mission was the failsafe. Kali’na wasn’t sure whether or not to believe it. What else could possibly do the trick? Not that it mattered. She couldn’t allow herself to hope. She’d need every ounce of her courage and couldn’t afford to waver.

      She thought of her beloved husband. Touching two fingers to her lips, she pressed a kiss to the picture of him taped to the side of the cockpit. Hot tears filled her eyes. A surge of anger filled her that he’d need to carry on without her, that she wouldn’t be there by his side. But that burning anger turned to a blinding fury, an overwhelming, uncontrollable rage, at the thought of anyone threatening their triplet daughters.

      And Kali’na knew she’d willingly give her life a million times over to protect them, and that hundreds of millions of other children were depending on her—on them—as well. All thoughts of her courage wavering even the tiniest bit vanished, as did her tears.

      An hour until reaching their targets while they were still on the other side of the ocean, barely over water instead of still over Europe.

      The other planes veered away one by one, each locking in on their specific missile. Kali’na confirmed her own course. “See you on the other side,” she told the others, and they responded in kind, their voices strong.

      As she flew toward dying to save the future, Kali’na’s thoughts flew to the past.
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        * * *

      

      Jigonhsasee, Hiawatha, and the Great Peacemaker: the renowned and revered trio who founded the Haudenosaunee Confederacy. It flourished and grew as other Peoples joined, including the thriving Tsenacommacah Confederacy under Powhatan two hundred years after its inception. Gradually the alliance encompassed all of the Great Northern Land, from sea to sea.

      The various Nations of the Great Southern Land took notice. Some tribal leaders reacted with interest, others with alarm; some, with both. But as before, the tenets of the founders prevailed. Trade agreements and cultural exchanges replaced conflict.

      Her ancestor Kali’na of the Warao, daughter of the chief at that time, attended once such international meeting as her mother’s emissary. On her journey home, she got as far as Tenochtitlán. There, the arrival of the pale ones, strangers from across the vast waters to the east, interrupted her travels.

      They’d never seen the like! While the newcomers, most of them, had dark hair, they all had such fair skin and thin lips! Truly odd to behold. And some even had golden hair! Or hair the color of copper! And their eyes! Eyes of green, blue, or a much lighter brown than anything Kali’na or her people had ever seen before.

      Their leader called himself Hernán Cortés—a truly exotic name to them. Emperor Motecuhzoma II Xocoyotzin and Empress Teotlalco gave the strange man a royal welcome. Kali’na received an invitation to the feast as her tribe’s representative.

      King Motecuhzoma hosted the noblemen (leaders, warriors, and high born) in attendance from near and far while Queen Teotlalco hosted those who were women. Kali’na noted that, while the seating remained separate per Aztec tradition, the guests mingled far more freely than in the olden days. More and more tribes followed the example of the Haudenosaunee, however gradually in some cases. Distinctions between ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’ continued to vanish. Traditions actually started to harken back to before the olden days when Stone Age tribes didn’t distinguish.

      Thus, after everyone sated themselves on tortillas and tamales filled with maize and squash and peppers, savored platters of turkey and fish, and imbibed on spiced cocoa, Kali’na strolled into the adjoining banquet hall, as did many of the women. Likewise, many of the men went to call on the queen.

      Kali’na nibbled a piece of tzoalli in between greeting various guests.

      The squares of honeyed amaranth seeds were among her favorite desserts, and she rarely got to enjoy them. Some of her fellow visitors knew her; others recognized the brown and tan and rust patterning of her ceremonial garb and the blue and white-tipped feathers and intricate beading of her elaborate, tall headdress as Waraoan. Some spotted the small, sleek knife nearly hidden in the folds of her skirt at her waist and likely recognized it as one her people used to prepare food.

      Pleasantries concluded for the moment, she caught her first sight of the honored guest Hernán Cortés. Situating herself out of the way, she leaned against one of the columns to better observe him and remain unnoticed.

      Immediately, she detested him.

      Shocked at her instantaneous and overwhelming visceral response, she studied him to try and identify what had evoked the reaction.

      The middle-aged man wore metallic overclothing that she assumed was armor. Sweat soaked his brow and his armpits, and Kali’na wondered that he didn’t faint from heat illness with all those layers of clothes and heavy footwear.

      Evidently he’d arrived long enough ago to have acquired a few words of their language, but for the most part communication comprised much pantomime and gesturing. She decided it was mostly—but not solely—his laughter that raised her ire. Not joyful, blissful genuine laughter of pleasure, but rather, sneering, mocking laughter of contempt.

      He didn’t sit on his bench, he sprawled there, taking up space for three. Occasionally he grabbed one of the women—only the young ones, and never the men—serving the food and guffawed with vicious amusement when someone indicated he shouldn’t touch them.

      Those corrections went from gentle taps to firmly removing his grasp from the person receiving his unwanted attention.

      He guffawed less and sneered more.

      Finally Hernán Cortés leaped to his feet, careless of upsetting the table and sending the food and drink on it flying. He stalked through the hall right toward the exit where Kali’na stood. His warriors, all dressed as he only less ornately, rose from their positions among the other guests to follow their leader.

      Kali’na watched intently as he approached, his own gaze fixated on the archway as he hastened to depart.

      Then his glaring deep brown eyes shifted to her, and she saw nothing but malice in them. They raked her up and down as if he were deciding how he wanted to devour her. His men pressed in close behind him, efficiently cutting her off from everyone else in the room.

      In her peripheral vision, she could see others taking note and moving, but no one close enough to do anything.

      Taller than she—though not by much—and muscular, Hernán Cortés grabbed her by the throat and thrust her back against the pillar. His body reeked of sweat, and his breath of the food he’d just eaten. His words meant nothing to her, but their violent tone and his leer clearly conveyed his intent. His gray beard scratched her cheek as he rubbed the side of her face. One hand groped near her knee and tried to slide upward, hindered by the material of her skirt and by her pressing her legs tightly together. His other hand clenched her throat so tightly it cut off her breath. Dizziness threatened.

      With both hands on his chest, she shoved with all her might. He lost his grip, enabling her to gulp air and shout, “Get away from me!”

      He stumbled back, but only a few steps before regaining his balance and lunging at her.

      But those steps, they sufficed.

      Kali’na was already moving.

      She grabbed her knife and aimed at his only vulnerable spot. Angling it upward so as to come in under his beard, she slashed at his throat as hard and fast as she could.

      When necessary—especially when bolstered by terror and fear for her life—Kali’na could muster considerable strength. All her power behind her motion, she felt the blade slice through flesh. Blood gushed, the hot sticky liquid drenching her hand, spraying her arm, and splattering her face and clothing.

      He staggered back, more from shock than anything else, judging by the astonishment on his face. But even as that arrogant astonishment started to turn to rage, it morphed into uncomprehending surprise as he clutched his neck with both his hands and fell to his knees.

      By now others were fast closing the gap, moving to push through the strange warriors and disarm them.

      She’d hoped to give them enough time to reach her. She’d expected nothing more. She’d wanted nothing more, despite the despicable man and her dire situation. She’d envisioned the Aztec guards pulling him off her and then sending him and his people away.

      Instead, Hernán Cortés swayed on his knees, then toppled to his side and lay motionless on the floor, a faint gurgle and bubbles in the blood confirming his final breath.

      “Take them away!” King Motecuhzoma roared as he marched forward, the crowd parting before them. “Send them to their ships! Make sure they know to leave!”

      Those from the other room rushed in to see the cause of all the commotion.

      Hysterical laughter threatened to burst from Kali’na, but she squelched it with all her might. No doubt, the last thing the guests surging in expected to see was the guest of honor dead on the floor in a pool of his own blood, and one of the other guests—her—dripping with that same blood. Horror at what she’d done mingled with overpowering relief that she’d been able to defend herself rather than die. Then exhaustion supplanted all other emotion, and Kali’na sagged against the column even as she without thinking tucked her blade back into her belt.

      Furious that Hernán Cortés had accosted her, a visiting noble, the king apologized profusely as he assured himself that his abhorrent guest had not injured Kali’na. Her neck throbbed still, and she strongly suspected a deep bruise in the pattern of a handprint would soon show there, but she promised the king she’d suffered no serious physical harm.

      Queen Teotlalco led her away and personally supervised as her servants helped Kali’na bathe and then dress in fresh clothing.

      The warriors of Hernán Cortés did not depart willingly, leaving as much damage behind as they could. But even as their strange ships belched fire, warriors on canoes boarded them and killed many and sank all but one vessel. They left a few alive to take the message back to their homeland to stay away. The pale-skinned, thin-lipped people needed to remain in their own lands, not attempt to transgress where others already lived.

      Word of the attacks spread like wildfire.

      The warning passed from tribe to tribe until it had spread all the way to the Unangans and Inuit in the northernmost lands and to the Yahgan all the way to the south. They sent almost all the strangers back where they came from.

      The incident served to strengthen the unity among the Peoples even more. They offered no more welcomes, gave no more benefits of the doubt, instead rejecting all the false overtures of friendship.

      Some of the interlopers left more willingly than others.

      Yet what the Nations of the Great Lands lacked in more advanced weapons, they more than made up for in numbers, knowledge of the lands, and—perhaps most of all—the awareness that they fought to defend their homes and their loved ones.
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        * * *

      

      Kali’na’s jet bucked as it cut through some wind shear.

      The warning had spread throughout Europe as well, thanks to the few survivors who’d returned, Kali’na reflected with dark satisfaction. The various Nations of the Great Northern and Southern Lands had remained strong and unified. A few had told the strangers to come in peace or not at all. Most had said, don’t come at all. For the most part, after a few initial battles, the Europeans had listened. The few who had come, came respectfully and eager to learn.

      Now apparently, Europe needed to learn that lesson all over again.

      A wave of sadness hit Kali’na. Plenty of good people lived overseas, including many who would be every bit as appalled as, if not more than, she at the actions taken by the Soviet government. She wondered how much they knew. If they knew, she wondered if they’d do anything about it.

      A glance at her radar confirmed she’d reach her target in ten minutes.

      Part of her longed to weep at the impending tragedy. How many hundreds of millions of people would die before heartless leaders came to their senses? How many thousands of millions? How many decades, if not centuries, would the very planet itself need to heal?

      But part of her refused to give in and cry, and that side easily won out. Good would prevail. Good always triumphed. Often it took far too long, and the victory never came without cost. But it inevitably did come.

      Kali’na was prepared to pay that price. She knew her nine fellow pilots felt the same, as did countless others, military and civilian alike—on both sides of the conflict.

      If only logic and common sense and empathy would succeed sooner rather than later. That would save so many lives. Prevent so much damage.

      She would have loved to witness the victory, but she’d settle for helping to bring it about.

      Her radio crackled. “Status, WindRider?”

      “WindRider seven minutes from target. Visual confirmation.”

      “Acknowledged. Thank you, WindRider,” his words crackled again, and Kali’na could tell it was not from static.

      She heard her four comrades in arms check in as well, and knew the other five pilots who’d taken off from the opposite coast were doing the same.

      She took a deep breath and pressed another kiss on the photograph of her husband, her fingers lingering, and then on the picture of their nine-year-old triplets. “I love you,” she said four times, silently so the radio mic didn’t pick anything up.

      The speck in the distance grew steadily larger, resolving into the cylindrical missile one hundred meters long. Plumes of flame trailed from its powerful engines.

      Hit just behind midpoint, while the missile still had plenty of fuel. The explosion would ignite the hydrogen rather than detonating the uranium and triggering the fission reaction.

      No one had said, but Kali’na assumed HQ had already deployed submarines with orders to locate and recover the radioactive material. The more they could keep out of enemy hands, the better, no matter how tiny the amount.

      Her thumb hovered over the button to fire afterburners. She needed to hit her target at top speed to ensure she destroyed it.

      Failure was not an option.

      Sound exploded from her headset.

      “ABORT!! ABORT!! Code 13-Omega-Omega-Omega-13!! ABORT! ABORT! ABORT! Code 13-Omega-Omega-Omega-13!! ABORT! ABORT! ABORT!”

      Kali’na could barely comprehend the words.

      Abort?

      Abort?

      How could that be?

      What the hell?

      The frantic command repeated a total of ten times. “Acknowledge, please!” The voice sounded desperate. Kali’na could hear the tears in it. “Code 13-Omega-Omega-Omega-13! Code 13-Omega-Omega-Omega-13!! ABORT! Oh, dear God, please acknowledge!”

      She yanked the stick to one side and swerved, pulling major g’s as she banked away from the ICBM. The security code matched. It couldn’t be a trick, or at least incredibly unlikely anyone could fake that. Plus she still had time to turn around again if need be. Her radar showed no bogies incoming, or at all.

      What the hell?

      Just as she prepared to reply, the missile erupted into a massive fireball off to her right. A split-second later, the shockwave buffeted her aircraft. She got the plane back under control as she watched the fiery metal rain down on the ocean beneath her.

      The ICBM had just exploded all by itself. Even as her eyes conveyed that data to her brain, she struggled to process the information.

      The ICBM had just exploded all by itself.

      ‘What the hell?’ just kept repeating on an endless loop in her head.

      “WindRider, respond. Are you there, WindRider?” now a woman’s voice, older and composed and demanding attention yet still laden with emotion. The general herself.

      “Sorry, General. WindRider here.”

      She could have sworn she heard a cheer from dozens of people.

      “Return to base immediately, WindRider. Alpha-13-Alpha-13-Alpha. Save all the questions.”

      Kali’na recognized the secondary security code, used when double confirmation was needed. “Returning to base, General.”

      ‘Questions’ didn’t begin to cover it.
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        * * *

      

      The other pilots appeared on her radar one by one, so the five of them landed at almost the same time. Activity on the airfield looked bizarrely normal. Ground crews swarmed the plans after they’d taxied to their parking spots. His eyes welling up, Kali’na’s mechanic greeted her with a bone-crushing bear hug before telling her to report directly to the general’s office pronto.

      The general’s assistant, an older stocky woman who wore her ruddy hair in a loose braid coiled on her head like a crown, ushered them into the office without delay. The office was also, at the moment, without the general. Bright sunshine streamed in the windows to their left, leaving a pattern on the midnight blue carpeting and the round table with its four chairs, all white oak. Two more chairs in front of the desk contrasted with the regal high-backed chair behind it. Even standing empty, the heavy desk screamed ‘imposing’. Bookshelves lined the wall to their right, filled not with military tomes, but with volumes and volumes on art.

      That left the five pilots standing there regarding each other with bewilderment.

      After a moment, Kali’na said, “You all saw ‘bang’, right?”

      The question garnered a chorus of, “Yeah, Yes, right,” accompanied by nods.

      “News from the west coast?”

      The others all shook their heads or shrugged.

      “The news from the west coast is the same as here,” General Fireblazer said as she entered through the door behind the heavy white oak desk. “Welcome home, Musketeers.” Her deep voice conveyed immense warmth.

      She touched a button on the corner of her desk. Automatic blinds lowered across the windows. More than that, however, Kali’na knew from previous experience that that general had just activated electronic jamming measures. No one would be able to eavesdrop.

      “Nothing that I’m about to say leaves this office,” General Fireblazer said, steel in her voice. “Ever. Understood?”

      “Yes, General!” the quintet said in unison.

      “Good. Bring chairs,” Fireblazer gestured to the two extras as she moved to the table and sat down. The five pilots followed her example.

      The general wasted no time. “Our cyber unit hacked into the missiles’ guidance systems and triggered a self-destruct. All ten of them blew up harmlessly. Honestly, some of us didn’t believe the techies could do it in time. We believed it would be up to you—provided the Soviet Airforce didn’t shoot you down first. I’ve never been so overjoyed to be mistaken.

      “Our friends in the Chinese Empire and the Soviet Union did scramble their own jets, but only when you were almost on target. They don’t know what happened, only that the missiles failed. Whenever anyone asks you, you have no comment at all. None. Ever. Best to let everyone wonder. They’ll come up with all kinds of scenarios, each more outlandish than the last. It’ll keep them busy. Or it will, if they have time to give it any thought.

      “You missed an awful lot these past two hours. Evidently neither the Chinese nor Soviet citizens were all that happy at the thought of an extinction-level war. The nuclear launch was the final straw. The USSR crumbled. The iron curtain around Europe collapsed. It no longer exists. The opposition leader emerged from hiding and is now busy rebuilding the nation and dismantling their nuclear arsenal. We’re going to assist her in every way possible. Her predecessor fled, but everyone is looking for him; I don’t think he’ll take long to find.

      “The Chinese Emperor committed suicide. His granddaughter ascended the throne and is now Empress. She is putting the full weight of the crown behind all the reforms the emperor fought tooth and claw and is dismantling their nuclear arsenal. She’s formally requested diplomatic relations with the United Nations of the Great Northern and Southern Lands. Europe isn’t quite that far along yet, but they’re getting there.”

      “So China and Europe have both fallen and are in the midst of major reorganizations?” Kali’na repeated, uncertain she’d heard or understood correctly. “And they are both giving up all their nuclear weapons?”

      “See what can happen in just two hours?” Fireblazer chuckled, then grew serious. “‘Major reorganizations’ greatly understates the situation, and that puts it mildly. Chaos. Turmoil. Pandemonium. Major upheaval is more like it. It might take decades to settle. The monarchies of Africa are joining with us to offer humanitarian aid and whatever political support we can.”

      “Are we getting rid of our nuclear weapons?” D’Artagnan, actually Summer Eagle, asked.

      “Not any time soon.” Sorrow tinged the general’s voice, “But we may start to pare back just a little. For now, though,” General Fireblazer stood and shook each of their hands. “Well done, and thank you on behalf of all of us.

      “Make no mistake,” Fireblazer said, steel and pride in her words, “without you five in the air—along with your west coast counterparts—we didn’t stand a chance today.

      “We needed to give them a response, and hoped against hope that they didn’t discover the cyber intrusion. If they’d found the hack, or if it had failed, your mission had to succeed.

      “Otherwise nuclear war would be happening right now.

      “Thanks to all of you, it’s not. Thanks to you, the new empress and Europe’s new leader can finally bring their people into this century and all their people will finally have equal rights.

      “Records of this won’t be released for a hundred years, but history will remember your names and those of the programmers.”

      A thrill raced up Kali’na’s spine. She had to admit, she didn’t object to that, even if they hadn’t ended up blowing themselves up. She definitely didn’t object to that.

      Today might be a good day to die, as the saying went, but it was a fantastic day to live.

      Her family awaited.
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        Rosmuc, County Galway

      

      

      

      The smoke had turned the sky the color of iron. Niamh ran.

      Hours ago, she had been threading fish to dry under a gull-streaked sky, the air sharp with salt and prayer. The rope snapped against the poles, the chapel bell murmured the noon call, and the sea breathed steadily against the sand. Safe. Small.

      Then came the red sails.

      Sunlight flared behind them, a blinding halo of death. Ships bearing the red cross of Saint George swept into the bay, their hulls gleaming like the teeth of a great beast. Men spilled from them—armor clinking, banners snapping, muskets lifted. English.

      They did not parley.

      The chapel burned first. She saw Father Cian fall with his hands still lifted in benediction. She saw relics cast into the tide. She saw her uncle break against their shields, pitchfork in hand, before the surf swallowed him.

      One of the soldiers came for her, grabbed her up from the ground. She fought back, hands flailing against the man’s armor, her bloody fingers leaving smears across the cross that adorned it.

      Her mother saved her, pulling her out of the Englishman’s grip and shoving her forward. Her words cracked out in Irish: “Run. Find the sea.” Then she fell as the soldier hit her from behind.

      Niamh ran. Her bare feet cut across the cobbles, over dune and bramble. Smoke chased her like a curse. By the time she stumbled into the next village, the night had turned the world to cinders.

      They wrapped her in wool and fed her broth that burned her blistered lips. And when she spoke of Rosmuc, the women wept.

      By morning, a rider had gone for Rockfleet.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Rockfleet Castle, County Mayo

      

      

      The wind at Rockfleet Castle tasted of blood and salt. Grace Ó’Máille stood on the battlements, her braid a wild banner in the western gale. Below her, the bay lapped against the hulls of her ships. A storm waited somewhere beyond the horizon; she could feel it in the marrow of her bones. Behind her, voices flickered like the scrape of blades.

      “She’s no older than thirteen,” said Brigid Ní Fhiaich, her voice sharp with restrained fury. “And she walked half the night with no shoes. You saw her feet.”

      “I saw,” answered Domhnall mac Rían, steady and low, fury tamped with struggle. “I also saw the burns on her hands. She didn’t just run. She fought.”

      They both fell silent, waiting. Brigid was Grace’s closest ally since childhood, fostered in the Ó’Máille household from the Ní Fhiaich of Clare. Fierce as a gale, brilliant with numbers and knives, Brigid captained the Ciara, Grace’s swiftest galley, and had commanded more successful raids than most men on the western coast. They had once sworn never to marry, never to be owned—only to command. Only to lead.

      Domhnall tried to marry her when they were at the edge of child and adult, before Grace met, married, and lost Dónal an Chogaidh. Domhnall was now Grace’s senior-most war advisor and commander of land forces, a man of few words and dangerous patience. His own clan, the mac Ríans of Achill, had sworn to Grace after she helped them reclaim stolen fishing waters two winters ago. He had since followed her into storms, into bloodshed, and into exile more than once.

      Grace turned from the parapet. “They said it was the English.”

      Brigid nodded once. “Red crosses. Flintlocks.”

      “Not raiders,” Domhnall added. “They were under orders.”

      Grace said nothing for a moment. Her gaze drifted back to the restless sea. Her cloak snapped in the breeze like a banner. Slung across her back, the hand-and-a-half sword she wore—steel-forged in Connacht, etched with the spirals of the old faith—gleamed in the firelight. “We cannot answer fire with rage. Not yet.”

      Brigid frowned. “And what, then? Wait for them to butcher the coast?”

      Grace moved to the fire pit, wind trailing her cloak like a dark wing. “That is what they expect. Retaliation. Each clan on its own, raging. And then the bastards come in force. More ships, cannons.

      “Men who believe they kill not out of cruelty, but righteousness.”

      She turned to face them, her fists on her hips. “This isn’t conquest. They want us erased.”

      Domhnall said nothing, but the muscle in his jaw ticked.

      Brigid looked away, quietly cursing under her breath.

      Grace spoke again, softer. “We cannot rage. We must rise.”

      She stared into the fire, her voice rising. “We must unify. It’s the only way. Domhnall, call the banners. All clan flaiths and ards from Mayo to Sligo and beyond.” Her friend nodded.

      “You really think they’ll come?” Brigid asked.

      “They’ll come,” Grace said, her eyes narrowing on the gray line of the sea. “Because fire is coming. And they’ll see it soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Croagh Patrick, County Mayo

      

      

      The mist rolled down the flanks of the sacred mountain like an old god exhaling. The ancient circle—stones black with age and pitted with ogham—waited. Clan banners whipped in the wind: cranes, wolves, flames, silver suns—all soaked from the long climb.

      Grace stepped into the circle, Brigid on her left and Domhnall on her right. She wore no torc, only the green cloak of her line and the worn sword of her father across her back.

      Eyes followed her.

      Many flaith, these sovereign clan rulers, had buried kin slain in clan feuds. Many had prayed for her failure. But still, they came. And Grace loved them all for it.

      Ruairí mac Seán stepped forward. Flaith of the O’Hartach, his cloak of raven feathers wet with rain, his face carved in suspicion. He had fought the English at Smerwick and buried two sons there.

      He had no love for Grace.

      “You call us here, Granuaile,” he said. “You, who once sold iron to the English while we bled in the north.”

      Murmurs rippled like waves.

      Grace’s voice cut them off. “I did. Because while you counted cows, they counted forts. Because we spent decades cutting each other while the Crown mapped our shores.”

      She looked at each of them with her piercing gaze, then drew her father’s sword—a battered Irish longsword, its blade a mix of practical edge and worn beauty—and drove it into the sodden earth between the stones. “They burn our gods—even the one they claim as their own,” she said, voice hoarse. “They burn our daughters. They burn our homes.”

      She paused, then screamed, “They burn our names!”

      Niamh stepped forward—barefoot, rag-wrapped, her small frame steady as iron. “If you do not stand now,” the girl rasped, pointing at the assembled, “all of us will burn.”

      Ruairí stared at her. Then, at Grace. Something shifted in his eyes—not surrender, but a reckoning. He drew his sword and drove it into the ground beside hers.

      “Show me you can lead,” he said. “And I will show you how the north remembers its fury.”

      One by one, the clan flaiths and ards stepped forward, driving their own swords into the ground, showing their support. In this, they were united.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Clew Bay, County Mayo

      

      

      The sky and sea tore asunder.

      A line of fire and smoke burst across the gray-green water from an English galleon’s gun deck; its cannons pronounced judgment, four shots in rapid succession. Iron balls sliced through the mist, ripping the sea. One struck the prow of the Dubh Cuan, Domhnall’s ship, with a sound like the cracking of heaven. The birlinn’s figurehead exploded in splinters, and men were flung across the deck in a flurry of blood and broken timber.

      The Pirate Queen of Connacht stood at her familiar place at the helm of her flagship, O’Lachtna, and flinched but did not falter. Her Irish galley surged forward, oars biting the sea with a desperate rhythm. Behind her, a hastily assembled coalition fleet—fifteen ships from five coastal clans—tried to hold their formation against cannon smoke, shifting currents, and English steel. The sea, once their sanctuary, turned traitor.

      “They’ve mounted culverins!” Brigid cried from behind the mast. Her voice barely rose above the wind and the roar of artillery. Her left arm was tightly wrapped in fresh linen, the white already blooming with red.

      “Too far to board!” Domhnall’s voice broke through the chaos, hoarse from pain and shouting. The Dubh Cuan struggled to keep abreast; smoke drifted from its damaged deck like incense from a battlefield altar.

      Grace’s eyes locked on the lead galleon. Its name, Foxhound, burned red across its stern. A brig and a cargo escort flanked it, adjusting their sails, trying to slip the ambush. They hadn’t expected resistance in these waters—not here, not from multiple clans.

      But the English fought now like they meant to erase, not subdue.

      “Signal Ruairí! Cut the channel!” Grace ordered.

      Brigid shot three fire arrows straight up into the air and within moments, signal fires bloomed upon the cliffs. Far ahead, Ruairí mac Seán’s flotilla emerged like wraiths from the fog, longboats slicing water with lethal intent. They fanned out across the brig’s escape route. The ship hesitated. Sails twisted. The cargo vessel behind it slowed, vulnerable.

      “Close in!” Grace roared. “Board the second ship. Take what they came to steal. Burn the rest!”

      The O’Lachtna veered sharply to port, the oars groaning. The wind lashed the rigging like whips. Another cannon blast came from the Foxhound.

      This time, the round struck true.

      One of the allied galleys under the crest of the O’Lachtna took full force of the broadside. Its hull cracked like brittle bark. The ship listed, men screaming as they plunged into the freezing water. Some never surfaced.

      Grace watched, face hard, throat tight. “Bring us to her flank.”

      Brigid climbed the forward post, drawing her bow with her good hand and losing arrow after arrow with other archers to cover their advance. Sharpshooters in the rigging and cannon spotters screamed as they fell to the cargo ship’s deck, arrows sprouting from heads, necks, and chests. The English galleon’s guns, powerful but slow to pivot, failed to track the Irish galley’s close-quarters approach.

      The O’Lachtna darted beneath their arc of fire, then slid hard against the Foxhound’s hull.

      Hooks soared. Ropes slapped against gunwales. Grace’s crew poured up and over the cargo ship’s side like a breaking wave, blades flashing. Below deck, English gunners scrambled for sabers, but they were outmatched.

      By sunset, the cargo vessel burned in the shallows, the brig grounded on the nearby rocks, and the Foxhound, its rudder damaged, limped toward deeper waters. Smoke curled from its sides, cannons still glowing red with fury.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Clare Island, County Mayo

      

      

      A bitter victory.

      Three Irish ships were lost, and thirty-seven men died. Another twenty were wounded, Domhnall among them. A fallen spar crushed his foot, the bones shattered, blood pooling thick beneath the linen Grace pressed against him.

      He grunted. “You’ll ruin your cloak.”

      “You’ll live,” Grace said, her hands firm.

      “I’ve heard worse lies.”

      Brigid crouched beside them, one sleeve scorched, eyes dark as storm clouds. “The galleon will bring more,” she said. “And this time, they’ll bring faith with them.”

      Grace looked up. “Faith?”

      “Preachers. The English kind; sword in one hand, sermons in the other. They’ll call us heathens and devils and warp their Queen’s justice into God’s supposed wrath.”

      Domhnall groaned. “And call their conquest salvation.”

      Grace looked at the horizon. The Foxhound had vanished into the distant haze. “They’ve begun something they won’t finish on our terms.”

      Flaith Ruairí approached, his raven-feather cloak torn, blood on his cheek that wasn’t his own. He glanced at the flames rising behind them. “We bloodied them.”

      Grace didn’t look away from the horizon. “They bled us back.”

      “You can’t match them ship for ship,” he said. “And we can’t fight a war of this fury with driftwood and oaths.”

      Grace turned to him. “I know.”

      Ruairí knelt beside Domhnall, nodding once as he gripped the injured man’s shoulder. He looked back at Grace. “You led us. That matters. But now? Now, I fear you need something more than courage.”

      Grace stood, hands red with blood. She nodded. “I need a throne.”

      Brigid blinked. “You mean Elizabeth’s?”

      Domhnall, half-conscious, murmured, “You’re not thinking of sailing to England.”

      “I am,” Grace said, looking at her closest friends.

      Ruairí squinted. “You think she’ll meet with you?”

      “I think she’ll have no choice. And if she refuses...” Her voice turned cold. “We burn her coast next.”
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        * * *

      

      Grace stood alone atop the tower that watched over the cove. Below, her ships limped for home, sails torn, hulls blackened. The wind lifted the hem of her cloak, and she tasted salt in the air. It was not sea salt but the sweat of her people’s hard-won victory.

      She had ruled these Irish waters with her family for decades upon decades, through cunning and current. But now, she faced a war her forebears never predicted, where parchment and pulpit did more damage than sword or storm.

      It was time to meet her opposite, to stare down the lion.

      As the moon rose from the horizon, she moved back down the tower, calling for her crew. They would depart at dawn for the lion’s den.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Deptford Dockyard, Southeast London

      

      

      The O’Lachtna drifted along the Thames under a low ceiling of slate-colored clouds, her sails still marked with blackened scars. The Irish banner snapped in the wind above her, defiant against the dull brown sprawl of the Thames. The great river stank of fish, coal, and rot—a ribbon of power and poison winding through the empire’s heart.

      London rose beyond the docks, a beast made of stone and soot. Its skyline bristled, crowded with steeples and smokestacks, a city caught between faith and industry. To Grace, it looked like something ancient, starving—ever hungry for new conquests.

      She stood at the prow, face hard as carved driftwood, her cloak stirring in the river wind. The scent of empire—iron, ash, and incense—struck her senses like a slap.

      “This place wears its conquests like perfume,” she said.

      Brigid, beside her, swept her eyes along the shore. “There are more crucifixes here than swords.”

      “They wield both with equal cruelty,” Grace replied, her voice low.

      As the galley nudged against the dock, a junior port officer scurried forward, cheeks flushed from the chill. He wore a doublet two sizes too large and clutched a scroll he hadn’t dared open.

      “You are—Grace O’Malley?”

      Grace stepped down onto the dock with a thud. “Granuaile. Queen of the Western Sea. Here to speak with Elizabeth Tudor, sovereign to sovereign.”

      “There is no record of your⁠—”

      “There was no summons,” she said, cutting him short. “We come as guests. Not prisoners. Treat us accordingly.”

      The man glanced at the guards. “You may remain aboard your ship . . . under watch. You are not permitted to leave the vessel.”

      Brigid spat an Irish curse into the boards.

      Grace turned back toward the city, voice sharp as surf, catching the attention of passersby. “Then tell your queen this: her equal waits in her harbor.”
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        * * *

      

      Three cold, tense days passed.

      Grace paced the deck like a caged wolf. The crew subsisted on boiled barley and dried mackerel. English soldiers stationed in pairs along the quay watched them with expressions of disdain and curiosity. Grace refused their offerings of bread or wine. If the Crown hoped to tame her with scraps, they would be disappointed.

      Each day, more Londoners gathered at the dock. Children pointed and laughed, calling her a sea witch. Street preachers shouted about Jezebels and pagan queens. A fishmonger threw spoiled eels toward the ship—Brigid threw them back harder.

      When the Catholic crew knelt to pray, they faced west. It drew frowns, sermons, and one stone from a passing cleric.

      To the English, they were outlanders. Dirty, defiant, dangerous. Their braids, beads, and accents set them apart. They did not lower their eyes. They did not cross themselves in the English fashion. They made no show of obedience.

      The crowd grew, to gaze upon the novelty of their neighbors to the west.

      Grace watched it all without flinching. The city might burn coal for warmth, but its soul ran on fear.

      At sunset, a barge arrived, its banner stitched with the crimson Tudor rose. Polished brass lanterns glinted on its prow.

      A steward in blue velvet called across the water. “The Queen will receive you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Greenwich Palace, Southeast London

      

      

      The oars dipped in perfect rhythm, slicing the Thames like a silver knife. Mist curled above the water, catching the faint pink hues of dawn. Grace and Brigid sat at the stern of the royal barge, eyes forward as the city slid past them in slow procession. St. Paul’s loomed behind, and the spires of Greenwich rose ahead, pale as bone.

      The scent of lavender oil hung faintly in the air, just strong enough to veil the stench of ash and ambition.

      Grace said nothing. Her hands were still, but her thoughts cut swift and deep.

      England, she thought, was a country obsessed with lines: in its faith, in its laws, in its walls. Measured. Bordered. Bound.

      To her left, Brigid watched a pair of guards on the towpath whisper as they passed. “We are a novelty to them,” she muttered. “Exotic creatures from over the sea.”

      “Let them look,” Grace said. “They will remember us.”

      The barge slipped beneath the stone arches of the palace quay. Guards in Tudor red flanked the marble steps. Their halberds were polished, their expressions carved in granite. As Grace and Brigid stepped ashore, a captain raised a hand. “You must disarm before entering Her Majesty’s presence.”

      Grace kept walking. “I come as a sovereign. Your queen would not disarm for me; I will not for her.”

      The guard moved to intercept, fingers brushing the hilt at Grace’s side.

      Brigid was faster, her hand upon the hilt of her weapon. “Touch her,” she hissed, “and you’ll leave less than whole.”

      Steel flashed in the air between them. But before the moment could snap into blood, a voice rang out across the stones.

      “Let them pass.”

      A man emerged from the cloistered shadows, robes of midnight blue shifting with his stride. Rings gleamed on his fingers, and the badge of a Gentleman Usher of the Privy Chamber was pinned at his breast.

      Grace stiffened slightly. She knew enough of English courts to recognize true authority when she saw it. She suppressed a smile.

      “Her Majesty will see the Queen of Connacht as she arrived.”

      The guards stepped aside.

      Grace nodded once, then moved forward with Brigid beside her. The scent of lavender deepened as they crossed the threshold of Greenwich Palace. But beneath it lay the smell of iron.
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        * * *

      

      They were led not to the throne room but to the Queen’s private courtyard—a hidden sanctuary behind a veil of trellised roses and climbing ivy. In the center, a lion-shaped fountain murmured, its trickle the only sound besides the soft brush of silk on stone.

      Queen Elizabeth stood alone beneath a pale canopy, white silk robes cascading to the ground like moonlight. A page held a parasol above her, shielding her from the lightest drizzle. The Queen’s face, powdered and still, might have been marble if not for the flicker in her golden eyes.

      Grace and Brigid stepped into the clearing.

      Grace did not bow. Elizabeth did not command it.

      They studied each other—two rulers shaped by storms and statecraft. Grace stood in salt-worn leather, the wolf’s head at her belt catching the sun. Elizabeth, draped in state and silence, observed her as one might a wolf in the palace garden.

      “You crossed the sea without summons,” Elizabeth said.

      “And you let me anchor in your harbor,” Grace replied. “You knew I would come.”

      Elizabeth tilted her head. “They say you are a pirate and pagan.”

      “They say you are a virgin and divine.”

      Silence. Then Elizabeth laughed, a low, rasping sound of genuine amusement. “Very well,” she said. “Speak, Granuaile.”

      Grace stepped forward, every line of her body honed with purpose.

      “I offer peace. Not chains. Not surrender. Peace.”

      Elizabeth considered her. “You stand on English soil.”

      “I stand before another woman who took what men said she could not have.”

      The Queen’s mouth twitched.

      “Your proposal?”

      “Ireland will recognize the English Crown as supreme in name. But within our shores, we remain sovereign. Our laws, our lands, our matriarchs, our faith. You will not call us rebels again. You will call us equal.”

      Elizabeth’s gaze sharpened. “You would be subject in parchment, but monarch in truth.”

      “Aye,” Grace said. “As you are queen over nobles who loathe your sex, I will be queen over chieftains who loathe my name. I ask for what I have already taken.”

      Elizabeth was quiet for a time.

      She dismissed the page with a wave. The parasol was folded and removed, and the Queen moved to the edge of the lion fountain. Her reflection wavered in the pool below.

      “You know why my men burn your chapels.”

      Grace’s voice was cold. “Because they confuse God with the Crown.”

      Elizabeth looked over her shoulder. “They see Rome in your fire. Pope-bred dissent.”

      “We see Rome in their muskets.”

      Elizabeth stared at a wall of roses for a time. Grace stood resolute; she would win the patience game.

      Exhaling softly, the queen turned. “I do not care if your people kneel east or west, so long as they do not rise with blades in their hands.”

      “Then let them kneel freely.”

      A pause. Even the birdsong chilled.

      “There is one condition,” Elizabeth said.

      Grace waited.

      “Francis Drake.”

      Brigid stiffened beside her.

      Elizabeth continued. “He builds a fleet in my name but not in my service. I have seen letters to Spain, Ulster, and those who would wear my crown while I still breathe.

      “Simply put, he has overreached. He orchestrated this entire war between our people. I know this, even without proof.”

      Grace folded her arms. “You want him removed.”

      “Erased,” Elizabeth said. “By a hand that answers to no court.”

      “And if I do this?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes gleamed. “Your people shall no longer be hunted. Your women may inherit by Brehon law; your priests may worship without a torch. Trade will flow. Your lands will be charted, not claimed.”

      “And our tongues?”

      “Let them speak what they will. So long as Spain does not buy their silence.”

      Brigid whispered, voice taut, “She’s giving us the old Ireland, behind English gates.”

      Grace took a breath, steady and slow. She saw the Queen for what she was now: a woman alone among wolves, protecting a throne not with armies but with bargains. She saw herself mirrored in that strength.

      “And if I kill your legend, you crown me a queen in all but title?”

      “I give you the world you came to save.”

      Silence fell between them. Roses stirred in the wind.

      Then Grace stepped forward.

      “Then we have an agreement.”

      Elizabeth extended her gloved hand.

      Grace took it.

      Two women. Two sovereigns. Flesh to flesh.

      No court recorded it.

      But the world would remember.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        River Thames, Outside London

      

      

      Brigid stood at the rail of the O’Lachtna as the tide shifted. Grace stood close by, watching the hovels of London give way to dark forests.

      “You believe her?”

      Grace adjusted the buckle of her scabbard.

      “I believe she meant it. In the moment.”

      “And that’s enough?”

      Grace looked back toward the dark silhouette of London.

      “It has to be. Because I meant it too. And this world doesn’t change for women who wait.”

      Brigid studied her a moment.

      “And now?”

      Grace looked back to the east, towards the place where betrayal wore velvet and gold.

      “Now,” she said, “we hunt the lion’s shadow.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ceann Acaill, County Mayo

      

      

      The fire crackled low within the ancient stone circle atop Ceann Acaill, casting flickers of orange against the lichen-covered stones and the weathered faces of the gathered chieftains. Smoke curled skyward, vanishing into a vault of stars above. The salt air blew hard off the sea, and the scent of heather and turf mingled with ash. They stood there, chieftains and war-leaders, women and warriors, waiting not for war but for the next move.

      Grace Ó’Máille stepped into the circle with the wind in her cloak and salt in her voice.

      “There is an agreement,” she said. “Forged not in parchment, but in words exchanged between rulers. Elizabeth Tudor now knows what I am. What we are. And she knows this: we do not kneel.”

      Murmurs rippled through the gathered crowd.

      Ruairí mac Seán crossed his arms beneath the raven-feather mantle that marked his warline. “So she gives you words. Do they stop blades?”

      Grace met his gaze. “Not yet. But they buy us breath. And a moment—a narrow one—to choose the field of battle.”

      Domhnall, leaning on his carved ash cane, stepped forward from the firelight. “While you were gone, the Crown’s church moved in your absence.”

      He handed her a list—names, places, crimes of defiance.

      “Brehon law is now considered sedition. They took Síle of the Uí Bhraonáin. Moira of Westport. Other landholding women who would not sign the English charters. A friar who refused to repudiate the Catholic church. And druids, too. Six gone from the groves near Glencar. No trial for any of them.”

      Grace clenched her jaw. “And the people?”

      “Watching. Waiting. Some hiding, many afraid,” Domhnall said. “But not yet bowed.”

      Brigid stepped up, eyes flint-bright. “It won’t be swords that win this. Not at first. Not if we’re to root out every man who upholds Drake. We need to know his shape before we cast a spear.”

      She unrolled a scrap of parchment, her finger tapping at villages along the coast of Counties Mayo and Sligo.

      “We build a network. Women only.” Brigid paused, looking specifically at the men. “They move beneath notice, and they know how to listen.”

      A soft chuckle and a few smiles broke out. The men knew she was right. A few nodded, eager for her to continue.

      Grace turned to her friend, and something unspoken passed between them—respect sharpened into action.

      “You will lead it,” Grace said. “Fáinne na Mhná. The Ring of Women.”

      Brigid bowed her head. “And they will whisper before the storm.”

      A ripple of curiosity moved through the crowd.

      Grace addressed them all. “They will not carry blades. They will carry secrets. Patterns in thread. Letters in bread loaves. Codes scratched in prayer books. They will walk where no warrior can tread and return with truth.”

      A girl from Inishbofin spoke up. “And if we’re caught?”

      “You endure,” Grace said. “Or you vanish. And if not, then another will rise in your place. Ten for every one.”

      Heads bowed. The fire hissed as a log broke and fell.

      Ruairí jabbed his blade into the dirt. “That buys us eyes. But what of teeth? We can’t fight Drake and his English curs on broken decks and patchwork sails.”

      Another ard, Niall of the Ó Flahertys, nodded grimly. “We have courage. But they have cannon.”

      Grace turned back to the circle.

      “Then we take their strength from them. Two ships are lurking along the coast near Youghal; we find a way to swipe them from the English.”

      Brigid raised an eyebrow. “And how do we get close enough to seize them?”

      Domhnall chuckled darkly. “The same way you thread a needle. Slowly. And with something sharp on the end.”

      Grace grinned, pointing at her closest friend. “Consider it the Ring’s first task. And when the time comes, we’ll strike. Clean and fast.”

      The crowd murmured. A few voices rose in concern, but more gave way to nods. It was mad. It was brilliant.

      And it could work.
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        * * *

      

      The call went out that night. Fires were lit along the western coasts. Messengers rode through fog to Mayo, Sligo, and Meath. By morning, a whisper traveled faster than any blade: Granuaile had returned. And she brought with her not just fire, but a plan.

      In the weeks that followed, the Fáinne na Mhná blossomed with women: sisters, daughters, cousins, wives, all eager to serve not just their clan but also this Banríon na bhFlaithrí, a queen of lords, knitting the clans together. The Ring wove themselves into the fabric of Ireland’s homesteads, villages, and towns.

      They marked which priests burned Brehon manuscripts. Which shipmasters ferried messages from English ships. Which inns were bribed, and which captains drank too often to watch their decks. When patrols started and stopped, or moved on to new locations.

      Grace sat nightly with Brigid and Domhnall, maps outspread and pins stabbed like scars across the cloth. Ruairí brought word of English movement in Donegal. Liam delivered a list of seamen who had sworn to Drake. Niall introduced her to his clan’s smugglers working the southern waters.

      Within a month, Ireland’s resistance had grown a spine of steel.

      Their enemy remained vast. But now, it had a shape.

      And soon, it would have a reckoning.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Outside Youghal, County Cork

      

      

      The war shifted with a scrap of lace.

      At first glance, it was ordinary—a woman’s collar dropped at the chapel’s steps in Liscannor. But stitched into the edge was a single, deliberate flaw: a knot in the thread that did not belong. Tucked in the crease, a sliver of paper held the heart of the raid.

      Brigid read it by the light of a lantern shielded behind thick wool. Her fingers brushed the parchment once before she passed it to Grace.

      “They changed guard schedules two nights ago,” Brigid said. “Dock captain sleeps off his drink at the tavern on the hour past midnight. Powder stores are kept in the third ship, not the second. And the harbor lanterns will dim just after the bells.”

      Grace ran her thumb along the edge of the paper and nodded. “That gives us ten minutes. No more.”

      Domhnall leaned over the map. “Ten minutes is an eternity if we use it well.”

      The information had come from Maebh, one of the Ring’s youngest. Barely twenty, she worked as a laundress for the English quartermaster’s family. For weeks, she had copied schedules into her skirt hems and passed them through the baker’s wife, whose delivery boy was married to a net-weaver in the resistance. The Fáinne na Mhná had not just grown—they had rooted. Their signals moved faster than horses, their intelligence sharper than steel. Soon, they would prove it.
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        * * *

      

      The cove outside Youghal lay still beneath a crescent moon. A thick mist rolled in from the sea, curling like ghosts around the hulls of the English merchants. Three vessels floated at anchor: the Vigilant, the Catherine, and the Whitethorn. Two were armed pinnaces. One was a decoy merchantman. All three had been marked, but only two would see dawn.

      Grace crouched beneath the gunwales of a fishing skiff, salt drying on her face, her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her boarding blade. She had left her command colors behind. Tonight, she wore charcoal linen and silence. Beside her, Brigid adjusted the length of her sash, blackened to match the sea. A signal flickered from the shoreline. A single lantern blinked three times: All clear.

      The plan was simple. As the tide changed from low to high, Brigid’s team would take the Whitethorn, striking fast while the guards were distracted by the fishermen’s ruse at the southern dock. Grace would navigate the smuggler paths under the docks to the Catherine’s rudder, where they would ascend. The Vigilant would simply burn.

      A soft thump echoed through the night. Grapples. Then came the scramble—silent boots, gloved hands, blades ready.

      Grace hauled herself to the deck of the Catherine, landing in a crouch behind a crate of musket powder. Her crew followed, disciplined and wordless. Two guards sat drowsing at the wheelhouse. One stirred, squinting at the mist—only to fall with a soft gurgle as an arrow found his throat. Within five minutes, the deck was theirs.

      Brigid signaled from the second ship, torch in hand. Flames licked the deck of the Vigilant, fed by hidden pitch sewn into stolen barrels. The sky suddenly bloomed orange with flame and thunder. A horn blew from the fortress wall, but by then, it was too late. The two pinnaces slipped their moorings, sails drawn with pre-cut lines, helms already manned. Behind them, the harbor roared.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        North Atlantic, Irish Coast

      

      

      By dawn they were ten leagues out, the coastline reduced to a smudge behind them. Brigid rowed over to meet Grace on Catherine’s deck.

      She sat on the gunwale, wind tearing through her braid. “They’ll scream treason until the sea freezes.”

      Grace stood at the helm, cloak billowing. “Let them. We did what no others dared. We took their teeth.”

      By midmorning, the Ring’s signals would move word of their success as far as Ulster. But there was no time to revel. News of the raid would reach Galway by the next tide, and from there, Drake. Grace knew the man’s pride would not abide such insult. He would come.

      With fury and fire.

      She watched the horizon. The stolen ships would soon bear Irish colors upon their sails, their routes chosen. She knew the moment they were seen, Drake would come. “We have days, at best,” she said quietly to Brigid.

      “Then we make them count.”

      Already, maps were being unrolled. Signals were sent to scouts along the shores as they sailed near. Pieces of the trap, laid these last few weeks, were set into motion. The trap was not just for Drake—but for every soul who followed him. Some of his teeth were stolen, but the English terror still had a formidable bite.

      Whatever the outcome that lay ahead, blood would stain Irish waters.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Killary Fjord, Count Mayo

      

      

      The Revenge carved a black path across the heaving gray waters, sails taut against the Atlantic wind. Francis Drake stood at the prow, boots planted wide, arms folded behind his back. His cape snapped behind him, a banner stitched with ambition.

      “Three ships,” he muttered, smirking at the thought. “More than enough for a woman and a mob.”

      The Sovereign and the Lion’s Pride followed in his wake, trimmed for battle, their decks bristling with cannon mouths like the teeth of predators. He had left the bulk of his fleet to guard the southern coasts—the Irish weren’t worth the full measure of English steel.

      He sailed to reclaim his lost vessels, a stain upon his pride. Spies reported them in Killary, a harbor not well mapped by past English merchants.

      A trap? Perhaps. His instincts twitched, but he dismissed it with a flick of thought. The Irish were too wild, too fractious to truly plan. A scattered thorn bush was not a wall. And Grace O’Malley—for all her legend—was still just a pirate, a woman daring to play queen.

      He would teach her today.
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        * * *

      

      Grace stood high upon the cliffs, looking down at the rising mist draping the harbor. The wolf pennant snapped overhead. The sea below boiled with movement—Irish fishing boats, grain barges, swift curraghs, and sturdy birlinns, all outfitted with nets, burning oil, and the grim faces of warriors. Here and there, proper galleys and longboats showed the remnants of the clans who had answered her call.

      She inhaled the salt-thick air and felt the moment lodge deep in her bones.

      Brigid handed her the spyglass. “Three ships. Big ones. Arrogant ones.”

      Grace adjusted the focus, tracing the Revenge’s line. Drake’s haughtiness would lead him straight into the narrows where shoals and hidden rocks waited like knives beneath the tide.

      “Let him come,” she said.

      Domhnall limped to her side, a fierce grin beneath his wild red beard. “He expects to feast. He’ll choke instead.”

      Below, men and women made ready: sharpening pikes, sealing barrels of oil, lighting the fuses to hidden charges buried in the shallow waters. The cannons salvaged from wrecks and smuggled from sympathetic ports were loaded and covered with tarps until the moment to strike.

      The three embraced. Grace and Brigid left the clifftops and swiftly joined the Catherine and the Whitethorn, moving the captured pinnaces into the deepest part of the harbor and proudly displaying their new Irish livery. They knew Drake would see their rebellion from his own farseeing glass, and hoped their defiance would spark his rage.

      The trap yawned open.
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        * * *

      

      The first shots came before the English entered the fjord.

      Thunder cracked from the Sovereign’s gun deck, the roar rolling across the bay like the voice of an angry god. Water exploded in tall geysers around the Irish boats; planks splintered, masts cracked. Smoke drifted heavy, carrying the tang of black powder and burning pine.

      The Lion’s Pride joined the barrage, hurling iron and fire. A fishing boat caught a broadside—men and women flung into the surf like rag dolls. The sea turned red.

      Grace held steady atop the Catherine, her hand tight on the rail. “Forward!” she yelled, the crew jumping to action. Signal arrows pierced the sky.

      The Irish fleet surged from the shallows and inlets, swarming the English vessels from behind and encroaching their sides. Ahead, the Catherine and Whitethorn turned towards the English aggressors, long guns firing for range.

      Net-boats, faster and lighter, weaved through the ensuing barrage, trailing fire-barrels toward the English hulls. Curraghs darted in and out, loosing arrows into the rigging. Above them, from the clifftops, the once-hidden cannons barked. One roundshot slammed into the Lion’s Pride, carving a jagged wound below her mainmast. She shuddered but kept sailing.

      On the Revenge, Drake barked orders, smoke wreathing his head like a crown. “Break them! Crush them!”

      The Sovereign pushed forward, intent on splitting the two Irish vessels.

      Domhnall saw the galleon surge in the water and shouted orders. He turned his ship—the battered Dubh Cuan—hard into the Sovereign’s path. Domhnall screamed a war cry just as the galley rammed full speed into the monster’s flank.

      The impact sounded like the cracking of the world. Wood splintered, sails tangled, and men screamed.

      Domhnall’s ship crumpled, crushed under the weight of the English galleon. The Sovereign veered as the helmsman panicked, sending the massive vessel straight into the unseen, razor-sharp shoals. The hidden rocks tore long gashes into her side, splitting her hull. Water poured in. She died groaning, tipping drunkenly, her cannons sliding loose and men scrambling for the decks.

      Domhnall’s sacrifice broke the spear.

      Grace pressed her hand briefly to her heart in prayer for her friend’s soul, then she roared. “Now!”

      The Irish ships fanned outward, splitting around the Revenge and the Lion’s Pride. Swarms of small boats lashed grappling hooks onto the larger ships, setting fires along the decks and smashing lanterns into powder kegs.

      Brigid’s pinnace loosed a final broadside into the Lion’s Pride, striking true. The ball punched into the midship powder store, and with a deafening roar, the galleon burst apart in a shower of fire and bodies. Burning wreckage landed amongst the Whitethorn’s rigging, sparking fires and burning sails. The Irish vessel slowed and stopped as the Pride slid quickly beneath the waves.

      Drake’s world twisted; suddenly, the Revenge stood alone.

      Smoke choked the bay. Arrows rained down. Fires roared across wreckage, up rigging.

      The Revenge fought back like a cornered beast. Muskets cracked, sabers rang, hatchets hacked boarding ropes. Men shrieked and fell.

      The Catherine moved up behind the Revenge. With a jarring crash, the smaller vessel ground its hull along the galleon’s side as it slid abreast of the English warship. The ships’ rigging and sails toppled, tangling and holding them fast.

      A roar from the Irish vessel as warriors surged aboard. Grace led the charge onto the quarterdeck, her sword flashing in the gloom.

      Drake caught sight of her then—red hair wild, eyes lit with battle-fury—and he realized, too late, that he had not been fighting a pirate.

      He had been fighting a queen.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        HMS Revenge, Killary Harbour

      

      

      Grace vaulted onto the blood-slicked quarterdeck, boots landing hard against the sodden boards. The air was a living thing, thick with the smell of salt, soot, and blood. Smoke coiled in slow, writhing tendrils around her legs, half-shrouding the battered corpses strewn across the deck. Somewhere, a mast groaned and toppled into the sea with a crash like the death of a titan.

      Drake waited, sword drawn, his boots planted wide, a sneer carved deep across his sweat-streaked face. His once-fine coat hung in tatters, exposing the glint of a dented breastplate beneath.

      “Come then, sea-witch,” he spat, voice hoarse with rage and exhaustion. His blade lifted in challenge, the edge catching the low red light of the fires blazing on the shattered decks below.

      Grace tilted her head slightly, considering him with cold disdain.

      “You’ve circled the world, only to die in our waters,” she said, raising her sword.

      Steel rang as they met.

      The shock traveled up Grace’s arms to her shoulders, jarring her bones. Drake bore down with sheer brute strength, forcing her back a pace across the slick boards.

      Around them, the battle ebbed into a strange, suspended quiet. Irish warriors, English marines, ship’s boys clutching broken pikes—all turned, forming a loose circle around the quarterdeck as if the battle had narrowed to the clash between them.

      Drake pressed the advantage, raining blows that forced Grace to give ground, inch by inch.

      She gritted her teeth, parrying, feeling each impact shudder through her.

      “You think you are someone?” Drake snarled, pushing her blade aside with a brutal twist. “A queen of savages, perhaps?”

      Grace sidestepped his next lunge and laughed, sharp as broken glass.

      “You call yourself a lion,” she said, baiting him, voice carrying over the crackle of burning canvas. “But you’re nothing but a mongrel fattened on the Queen’s own scraps.”

      The words hit their mark. Fury tightened Drake’s face. He rushed her.

      She pivoted, slashing low, and her blade kissed his thigh. Blood welled bright and fast. Drake roared, swinging wildly, strength over skill.

      Grace moved like water, flowing away from his reach, letting him burn himself on anger. She parried a vicious blow that numbed her wrist, but his rage had opened his stance—and she punished it with a fast riposte, the point of her blade drawing a shallow cut across his shoulder.

      Drake snarled something guttural and drove forward, smashing into her with the weight of his body. They crashed together, swords clattering to the blood-slick boards. For a breathless moment, they grappled like beasts.

      Grace’s elbow found his ribs; Drake’s fist split her lip. She tasted blood, tasted the brine and iron of it, and struck again harder.

      She broke free first, rolling to snatch up her sword.

      Drake lunged after her. Slower now, his breath labored.

      Grace rose to meet him, blade flashing. She could feel the battle tipping.

      He swung, desperate. She ducked low, sweeping his legs. He stumbled and caught himself, but the opening was there. She slashed, scoring his arm deep enough that the sword tumbled from his fingers.

      Panting, reeling, Drake reached for a dagger in his belt. Grace kicked it from his grasp with a savage motion that rocked him sideways.

      He fell to one knee, glaring up at her with hate so pure it almost shimmered in the smoke-choked air.

      Grace pointed her sword at his throat.

      “You would have ruled us with fire and gallows,” she said, voice shaking with fury. “Instead, now you get to grovel before two queens who each hold your fate in our hands.”

      Drake lunged—one last reckless grab for her ankle—and she drove the pommel of her sword down into his skull.

      He crumpled like wet sailcloth. Silence fell, heavy and absolute.

      Grace stood over him, chest heaving, blood dripping from her chin, her sword gleaming in the guttering firelight.

      Around them, Irish and English alike watched, a circle of the conquered and the conquerors, waiting for her next move.

      Slowly, Grace sheathed her sword.

      The battle was over.

      Ireland’s Banríon na bhFlaithrí stood victorious.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        London, England

      

      

      The journey back to London was a ghost ride through a wounded world. The O’Lachtna, patched and scarred, cut the Thames like a tired dagger, bearing her cargo of triumph.

      Drake lay chained in the hold, bound hand and foot, sullen and broken.

      And in Grace’s satchel, wrapped in oilskin, lay something even more precious: the letters.

      Correspondence from Drake’s own hand—orders to raise private armies, to seize Irish lands in his name, to strike alliances with Elizabeth’s enemies across Europe. Proof enough to damn him and crown Grace’s purpose.

      The docks at Deptford thrummed with whispers long before the O’Lachtna touched mooring. London had heard.

      A pirate queen. A fallen admiral.

      And something else—something stirring that no soldier, no priest, no merchant had yet words for.

      Power.

      Grace and Brigid stood on the deck, the battered Irish banner lifting overhead.

      “They’ll want your head yet,” Brigid murmured.

      “Then they’ll have to work harder,” Grace replied.

      A royal barge, swift and gilded, approached, its banners snapping. The Queen’s envoy—the same man who had once demanded Grace disarm—stood at its prow, hat pressed low.

      “Her Majesty summons you,” he called.

      Grace nodded, calm as stone.

      This time, she would walk through Greenwich Palace not as a supplicant.

      But as a sovereign.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Greenwich Palace, Southeastern London

      

      

      The palace rose ahead, pristine and cruel in the morning light. Towers gleamed, banners danced. But beneath the velvet and silk, Grace smelled fear.

      The English court had learned that the sea did not always bow.

      Grace strode through the halls with Brigid at her back, guards dragging Drake’s limp body behind. Courtiers pressed against the walls like birds before a storm, watching, whispering.

      In the garden court, beneath a white pavilion draped with ivy, Elizabeth Tudor waited.

      This time, the Queen rose as Grace approached.

      The air was thick with lavender, iron, and something sharper—respect. Grace bowed her head once, no more.

      Elizabeth’s sharp eyes flicked from Grace to the broken man behind her.

      “You bring me the storm’s harvest,” the Queen said softly.

      Grace unfastened her satchel, drawing out the bundle of oilskin. “And the proof of the tempest,” she said.

      She handed over the letters.

      Elizabeth read quickly, lips thinning to a blade’s edge. When she looked up again, her gaze was different—calculating still, but tinged with something rarer: acknowledgment.

      “You have fulfilled your bargain,” Elizabeth said.

      “And Ireland will have hers,” Grace replied.

      The Queen smiled—small, sharp. “Go,” she said. “Rule your seas. And your lands.”

      Grace inclined her head once more.

      She turned without waiting for dismissal, Brigid matching her stride. Behind them, the murmurs of the court rose like a tide.

      Grace O’Malley, the former Pirate Queen of Connacht, now Banríon na bhFlaithrí of her people. All of her people.

      A name carved in the stones of empire.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ireland

      

      

      Niamh survived.

      Years had passed since she had run through the burning wreckage of Rosmuc, feet bleeding, heart hammering like a drum. She had watched her uncle fall, her village turn to ash, her mother shove her toward the sea with the last of her strength. In her dreams, she still heard the crackle of fire and the cruel laughter of men bearing the red cross.

      Now, she stood at the high cliffs of Ceann Acaill, her hair braided with ribbons of green and gold, the colors of a land no longer silent beneath foreign boots. She was a woman grown, one of the first sentinels of a new generation that no longer bowed their heads.

      Below her, the sea roared its endless song, one no empire could command.

      In the harbors, Irish ships flew banners of wolf and oak. Some still bore scars of recent battle; some bore new sails sewn by the hands of free women. Trade blossomed again in the villages, and children learned to read and fight in equal measure. Clan disputes still flared, but now they settled under new oaths—oaths born of unity, not fear.

      Niamh smiled as she watched a vessel unfurl from the mist, its prow carved with a wild-eyed wolf, sails trimmed in gold. The O’Lachtna returned, not just a ship of war but a symbol of a fledgling nation reshaped by courage and resolve.

      Granuaile Ní Mháille had not vanished into legend.

      She lived.

      In every council where women’s voices weighed as heavily as men’s. In every law scribed with hands once forbidden to hold power. In every trade signed by those who judged merit, not gender.

      She lived in the Fáinne na Mhná, the Ring of Women, whose reach built alliances and defended freedoms across village and sea alike—an invisible armature of strength that even kings learned to respect.

      She lived in the children taught that leadership knew no single face; that wisdom and courage belonged to all who would claim it.

      Because of Grace, a new order had taken root—an order built not only on resistance, but on respect. It was a beginning woven from the belief that sovereignty could live in every hand that dared to shape the future, regardless of where it came from.

      Grace had kept her bargain.

      She had given Elizabeth the proof she needed to end Drake’s rebellion, but she had claimed far more—a promise, forged in salt and iron, that her people would govern themselves with dignity and voice.

      History would change in ripples that spread far beyond Ireland’s shores—to cities and courts, to schools and temples, to any place where the old hierarchies cracked and new voices rose through the breach.

      In time, bards would sing of the day the Pirate Queen stood before the Virgin Queen and left as an equal.

      In time, scholars would debate whether a world reshaped by mutual respect had begun on a cliff above the Atlantic in a battle lit by flame and fury.

      But now, on the cliffs, harbors, and fields, the truth was enough.

      The fire carried on.

      And it would never be extinguished.
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        “When your story is written by those in passionate opposition to everything you believe in, it will be, to put it mildly, warped.”

        —Lesley Hazelton

      

      

      

      Look upon me. See me. Like a statue, I sit in silence, regal and composed as ever, unperturbed and inscrutable, while throughout the palace, the ivory-inlaid walls echo with the wailing cries of panicked servants.

      I do not fear for my life. If ever I did, I would betray no sign of it. That is not who I am. In my time, I have been many things. Queen. Wife. Mother. Priestess. Perhaps I have failed at all of them, and today I pay for those failures. So be it.

      But this day, I will not fail at being myself.

      Every fall, when the cold winds begin to blow across the Samarian highlands, the entire court of the northern kingdom moves from the royal capital in Samaria to the winter palace in the heart of the fortified city of Jezreel, in the valley of the same name, south of the Galilee. Today, it is here where I meet my death—or rather, it is where Death comes to meet me; racing up the long valley road from across the Jordan river, fast approaching the city upon thundering hooves and the iron-clad wheels of war-chariots.

      Yet, I am who I am. I am still Queen. I shall remain an eye of calm in this storm raging all around us, perfectly serene and coolly detached, as my royal attendants tenderly paint my eyes with kohl and adorn my hair with painstaking care, just as they had for my wedding day, over three decades before. The gentle tugs and touches of their ministrations coax back memories of those early days so strongly . . .
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        * * *

      

      I found myself newly arrived in the landlocked kingdom of Samaria—a bride-to-be of fifteen, come to wed its warrior king, Ahab, of the House of Omri. I was just a young girl then, a girl more striking than conventionally beautiful, with aristocratic bearing and facial features—a long aquiline nose, heavy shaped eyebrows, sharp eyes like a sea-hawk’s, and a proud, almost disdainful, set to the mouth. All spoke of a young woman born to wield authority and used to being obeyed, and she—I—was no less than a princess royal and leading daughter of Phoenicia’s most glorious realm, fabled Tyre.

      Samaria’s hilltop capital shared its name with the kingdom itself. We could see the great city from a distance as we approached. I remember the trepidation I felt, taking in my first look at my new home from behind the gauzy curtains of my palanquin. The scent of sea-spray lay behind us, exchanged for the smell of grass. The cries of gulls had been replaced by those of ravens, gentle marine coolness with the fierce heat of the sun.

      Still, my heart was lifted when the people of my new kingdom welcomed me, along with my considerable entourage of priests, couriers, diplomats, merchants, artisans, eunuchs and servants. As our procession entered the gates, they greeted us in the streets with the waving of palm fronds and shouts of praise and thanksgiving, all the way to the great white edifice awaiting us.

      The “House of Ivory,” they called the royal palace, and it was well-named. Scores of delicately carved bas-relief and fretwork ivory plaques adorned its hallways. All the decorative inlays on the thrones, altars and feasting couches were crafted from the finest Nubian elephant ivory from Kush, shaded with blue faience and highlighted with gold leaf and precious stones. We strode past massive columns carved of snow-white Egyptian marble, as were the ornamental pools, fountains and statues, and trod covered walkways and broad stairways of polished limestone, all rendering the magnificent structure dazzling to the eye.

      I had not hoped to see such splendor again, so far from home.
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        * * *

      

      It would have been beneath me to complain of my circumstances. I knew well what I was destined for; from the cradle I had been told where my duty lay—to be wed, and so to seal alliances.

      I was a stranger in this strange land. Though both our peoples descended from the same Canaanite stock and shared the same language, we of Phoenicia are sea people now, and they of Judea and Samaria are hill people. Our cultured Phoenician dialect is soft and sibilant, gentle as the tide lapping the shore; theirs is the callused voice of a warrior people. It carries the harshness of stone and dust, a tongue made for battle-cries and curses.

      Make no mistake: My father the king had done well offering my hand in marriage; alliance with Samaria was a wise choice. Thanks to its dominance over its weaker southern sister, Judea, it controlled the east-west trade route from Damascus to the Mediterranean, and vital sections of the two north-south routes: the coastal Via Maris from Egypt, and the King’s Highway from Damascus to the Red Sea.

      In addition to the access to these as-yet-untapped markets, my marriage also gave Tyre a port on the Red Sea, allowing our ships to ply the coasts of Arabia and east Africa, and as far as India in search of spices and silk.

      Like all rulers, Ahab, of course, had several wives; but it was I who would be the highest-ranked; crowned as the queen consort, with my own residence in the palace and my own seal—and most importantly, my children would be heirs to the throne. My line would forge a new dynasty of Phoenician minds and Samaritan muscle. An excellent bargain, and both kingdoms rejoiced for it.

      Only I wept.

      But what tears I shed at the loss of my beloved home were for me alone. Late that first night in my private quarters, after my handmaids were all asleep on the floor at the foot of my bed, I allowed my tears to paint my cheeks, seen by no one. It would be decades before I permitted myself to let them flow again.
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        * * *

      

      After a week-long celebration, the morning of the nuptials had arrived.

      I awoke that day to the calls of peacocks stalking the courtyards below. Before rising from bed, I amused myself with a pair of tiny white monkeys, a wedding gift from the Pharaoh. They chittered and begged and performed excited acrobatics as I teased them with almonds and juicy tidbits of quail. Their expressive little faces made me laugh.

      My maidservants sprinkled the floor with citron-scented water to freshen the air, and began preparations for the day’s wedding. First they bathed me, and perfumed me with the musky scents of cassia and sandalwood. They blanched my face with white lead powder, before darkening my eyes with long strokes of kohl and applying gold eye shadow from my eyelids up to my elegantly arched brows.

      Outlining my mouth with threads of deep scarlet, they then filled out my lips with a royal pigment blended from the boiled extract of hibiscus and pomegranate blossoms; finely crushed fish scales, red ants, and dried kermes beetles; all bound together with date honey and beeswax to paint my lips in a startling, shining cinnabar red.

      My long hennaed hair they parted into strands with nimble fingers, artfully piling them one by one high on my head, to weave a great wreath of braids and ringlets, looped through gold chains and a gem-studded diadem.

      They fastened a high choker of white gold upon my throat, to raise the chin and make my long neck seem longer still. My earlobes were laden with heavy loop earrings. They slid ornate bands over my wrists, elbows and ankles; slipped precious rings on my fingers and toes. Draped over my shoulders, the most sumptuous of all my robes—the finest Egyptian linen, dyed the deepest Tyrian purple, lavishly embroidered with gold and silver.

      Holding bowls of fresh, finely ground henna paste, they clustered about me, painting my skin with symbols of beauty and fertility. With slender grooved styli, they drew stylized intricate patterns of leaves and flowers on my forehead and palms—the lotus flowers sacred to our great goddess Astarte—and traced delicate tendrils around my wrists, stretching to my fingers; circling my ankles, and entwining each toe. Dolphins leapt over the arches of my feet, as though I were walking on water.

      This morning I had long-since dried the tears I shed over leaving my precious home and was ready to embrace my duty and my destiny. If any trace of an anxious young girl remained behind the ornate mask of makeup and finery, no one would see it this day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The oracles had all been consulted. The haruspices examined the innards of the sacrificed animals, the astrologers noted the alignment of the stars and scrutinized the colors and patterns of the sunsets, the diviners consulted the teraphim—all signs had been deemed propitious. All the gods of Samaria, Judea and Tyre looked down in approval of our union.

      For my part, I was only concerned with the approval of one of the gods. In one of the only quiet hours the evening before, I had performed my duties as priestess, in the shining new temple built for me by Ahab as a wedding gift. I refreshed scented oil in the lamps, poured wine in the libation bowls, and prayed face-to-face with the Queen of Heaven. Astarte’s gentle, divine face gazed calmly out at me from the finely carved ivory plaques set into her altar; her head, framed in a temple window.

      My rituals done, I returned to the palace and left my maidservants behind to slip away alone up to the highest tower window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the sea on my last night as a princess of Tyre. Never had I been farther away from the sea, from home.

      What can I tell you about my beloved island city-state of Tyre that you surely do not already know? The Jewel of the Mediterranean, the poets call my beautiful home. From the Phoenician mainland, it seems to float in the middle of the sea—a great white city rising straight out of the water, half a mile long and nearly as wide, with marble walls towering one hundred cubits high. To reach it, one must first cross an arched viaduct, over a thousand cubits long, that appears to cut across the waves like a line of leaping dolphins.

      Above the gleaming white-washed houses stand the towers and ornate gilded roofs of the great house in which I was born, Tyre’s proud royal palace. There also, the city’s three and thrice-great gem-studded temples, dedicated foremost to Melqart, the divine King of the City, he whom we call Baal-Zebul, “Lord-Prince”—and to Astarte, the consort of El, Father of all the gods—and to their son, Baal Shamem, the Lord of the Skies.

      The skill of our Tyrian sea-captains is as legendary as the island itself. Naturally, we are masters of the Mediterranean’s maritime trade routes—since it is we who created them. We lead the world in accomplishing so many nautical firsts: first to chart and harness the currents, first to navigate by the north star so that we might sail by night, first to use triangulation, taking readings off headlands and mountains to establish our exact position and progress. And it was we who were the first to dare sail beyond the Pillars of Melqart—the narrow strait between the Mediterranean Sea and the open Atlantic Ocean.

      So we navigate far, importing raw materials and exporting luxury goods: African gold, Lebanese cedars, rare spices and resins, silks and linens, exquisite dyes—most notably, the Tyrian purple, coveted by kings, worth three times its weight in gold. Our mercantile wealth has grown so great, rumor has it our ship anchors are made of solid silver.

      The island city-state was, and is, a bustling trading hub, a cultured and sophisticated cosmopolitan cynosure, filled with merchants and travelers from every land. When I was a girl, every day I could hear the voices of Anatolians, Hittites, Damascenes, Assyrians, Egyptians, Cypriots, Greeks and dozens more, haggling in the open market squares; see incoming vessels on the open sea and new visitors mingling along the piers. The whole world comes to Tyre.

      But I had left it.

      I remained there for quite some time, peering out the tower window in homesick hopes of seeing a glimpse of the sea. There was the slenderest glistening on the moonlit horizon that might or might not have been the edge of the Mediterranean. When at last I gave up, I glanced to the northeast, and gasped in surprise.

      “My Lord Shamem!”

      There was no mistaking the sacred and snow-capped Mount Hermon, home to Baal Shamem, the Lord of the Heavens. I took comfort that even here, so far from my birthplace, the white peak of his throne still overlooked my new inland kingdom, standing high above all the other mountains.
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        * * *

      

      Our marriage brought the kingdom great joy—so many psalms sung, so many orations delivered, so much banqueting, dancing and music. I still remember the ringing voice of one court poet, singing out the stanzas he composed specifically for the occasion:

      

      
        
        
        O daughter of Tyre, the richest of the people

        Shall entreat your favor with a gift.

        All glorious is the king’s daughter within the palace;

        Her raiment is fine brocade inlaid with gold.

        She shall be led unto the king in rich embroidery;

        Her virgin companions in her train shall be brought unto you.

        They shall be led with gladness and rejoicing;

        They shall enter into the king’s palace.

        Instead of your fathers shall be your sons,

        And you shall make them princes in all the land.

      

      

      

      

      The day was a blur of processions, libations and receptions, until the final psalm sung, and the last oration given. Mind you, the revels were far from ended, of course; they would go throughout the night. But my time had come. Even as the banqueting carried on in the great hall of the palace, as I was led into the bridal chambers with great ceremony, I could not shake the sensation that I was being offered up as a human sacrifice, my body given as the pledge of alliance between our two nations.

      My attendants disrobed me and took down my hair before taking their leave, leaving me by myself—until Ahab the king entered, and he and I were alone together for the first time.

      All his royal finery could not hide the fact that he was no courtier. Everything about him declared him a warrior—his long hair, never cut as a sign of virility. His skin, rugged and dark, tanned by sun and wind. Battlefields and hard-fought campaigns had etched deep lines around his eyes. As he drew near and pulled open his robe, I caught scents of leather and horses, dust and sweat. Perhaps I only imagined the sharp acrid tang of blood and steel as well.

      I had been instructed by the finest courtesans how to act the demure virgin, to cast down my bashful eyes, to tremble at his touch as a quivering, delicate flower, to succumb to him with tears and sighs. I bowed low to him, waiting for him to initiate proceedings. Which he did—not by pulling me down to the bed, but by lifting me up to face him.

      No silly girlish games, he told me, lifting up my chin so we were eye to eye. You are my queen, a warrior’s queen. Don’t hide your fierceness, don’t bat your eyes at me like a frightened doe. Give me your sea-hawk’s glare, give me your strength.

      I did, gladly.

      And so we would come to know one another, in more ways than one.
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        * * *

      

      When I think of that girl who cried in secret upon her arrival in this country, it makes me wish I could go back to her bridal chamber, a guiding spirit from her future. I would comfort her.

      For in a land marked by short reigns—of anxious rulers with a shaky grasp on power, commonly ousted in sudden, brutal changes of station—that young princess was to be one of a very fortunate few queens. The gods favored Ahab and me, the people loved and respected their monarchs, and the kingdom would be blessed with prosperity and more peace than not, over three decades of a long and mostly happy reign—before the death of a husband and king, the death of a son and heir.

      War finally claimed my warrior husband at last. Our eldest son died just a year after becoming king in his place—not in battle, but by falling from the palace balcony. And although our youngest son was quickly crowned in his place, our enemies just as quickly sensed that the new king was weak.

      The first of our troubles came from just across the Dead Sea. Our vassals, the Moabites, arose in rebellion and threw off our yoke. Our former territory was now a neighboring enemy kingdom. But bigger sharks smelled the blood in the water.

      Samaria and Aram-Damascus had fought off and on for a century; Ahab had beaten them and secured hard-fought years of peace between our kingdoms. But in such a land as ours, in such a time as ours, no treaty could last long.

      Now war had returned. A usurper had seized the throne of our old enemy. Having suffocated his ailing predecessor on the ruler’s sickbed, the freshly-crowned king, Hazael, wasted no time in launching a surprise attack on “the Heights of Gilead,” that is, the fortress stronghold of Ramoth-Gilead—a springboard for an invasion of the entire country.

      My son, young King Joram, had rushed with his army to repel the invaders—but he had just as quickly returned; taking advantage of a flesh wound to extricate himself from the field of battle and run back to Jezreel . . .
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        * * *

      

      This morning I found him on his bed, surrounded by his bevy of fawning wives and concubines who cooed over him while a trio of physician-priests tended to his arm. Having extracted an arrow from his upper arm, one now washed the wound with wine and applied a salve of beeswax and sesame oil, while the other two solemnly recited the proper ritual prayers to the gods for his healing.

      “So there I was, in the very thick of the fighting, slashing and cutting down so many of their spearmen that I drew the attention of their upstart king, Hazael,” he regaled his wide-eyed audience. “Bring down their warrior-king, before we are lost! I heard him command his archers—oh, you should have heard his voice shake! And then, as one, every bowman turned their aim upon me and they all rained down their fire in a torrent upon me!”

      “Oh, my king! Oh, my brave king!” his worshipers swooned and sighed, each trying to outdo the others’ sympathy. I could take no more eavesdropping, and entered.

      “Indeed a miracle that your charioteer and horses survived such a terrible onslaught without so much as a scratch,” I remarked.

      “Mother!” Joram exclaimed, his voice inadvertently squeaking.

      “The king will live, Majesty,” the chief physician said with a low bow, hurrying up to present the offending arrow to me like an offering.

      “So I see,” I noted, unimpressed. “All of you, out.” The king remained transfixed by my unrelenting gaze as the others beat a swift exit, leaving him to face his next battle alone.

      “Mother, I . . . ”

      “You secured the fortress?” I kept my voice pitiless.

      “Indeed soon, we will soo–”

      “So the battle is not over?”

      “Well, Mother, I . . . ”

      “Then who commands our forces while you lie in bed and amuse yourself with your wives and concubines?’

      “We need not worry. My chief of staff, Jehu, is acting chariot commander and has matters well in hand.”

      I paused before answering.

      “Ah. So, Jehu has matters well in hand.” I drew closer.
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