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To the characters who just won’t leave you alone, no matter how much time passes.




Irish Gaelic Words & Phrases




A Bhean chóir(a ban cor): My dear woman

Ceallach(Kell-ach): Irish name meaning “warrior maid”

Deartháir(jrihyaar): brother

Diabhal(jowl): devil

Dia fanacht leat(jeeu fanakht lyat): God stay with you

Éist do béal(asht doe bale) : shut your mouth

Gaol(jail): not technically Irish, but the more predominant spelling of jail during the 1800s, especially in Britain.

Lough Derg(loch deirg) - a lake near where Eamonn and Torin grew up

Máthair(ma-hay): mother, used by Eamonn to Mrs. McKenna as a term of respect

Scian(shkeeun): knife. Most often, a traditional long, single edged knife

Téigh abhaile leat(Chey ah-wohl-ya lyat): Take yourself home

The Nation: an Irish nationalist weekly newspaper that ran from 1842 to 1900, though it was shut down several times in the mid to late 1840s






Part One




July 1850








CHAPTER 1




COUNTRYSIDE, TIPPERARY, IRELAND

July 20, 1850 




"I can get the rest of them home. Do not worry so, Da."

Torin O'Fearell didn't even look over as he said the words. His father worried more and more each day, it seemed. He knew Lord Curran would come to collect the rents due soon or send his man of business. As long as the lord's son was not along, everything should be fine.

Except they did not have the rents. 

It had not been a good year for the farm. The land was still recovering from the blight that fell over it. Some of their neighbors had it worse than them; Torin’s father hadn't pinned all his faith on potatoes. Having wheat and oats didn't help much, though, when the English took most of their crops and left them with little more than the chaff.

His father wasn't bitter about that, or at the least, he did not let it show often. The current Lord Curran had made a deal when he first took on his father’s estate. The horses were the O'Fearell's to do with as they pleased. Not all the lords of the lands were as generous. And they were well aware that generosity could easily change. He might go back on the deal if they didn't get the rents turned in on time. There was nothing to stop him and no law to hold him accountable.

This was their home, had been for longer than the eighteen years Torin had been alive, and they couldn't even feel welcome here. It was the one thing on which Torin and his brother, Eamonn, one year older than him, agreed. Eamonn had been to a few of the orations given by Thomas Francis Meagher and the other Young Irelanders and recited parts of the speeches for Torin. He didn't understand everything that was said, as Eamonn seemed to, but he agreed with the general gist of it.

Freedom from England was something he could get behind.

Meagher had been transported to Van Diemen's Land the year before instead of being executed for sedition. So, he hoped Eamonn wouldn't be as vocal as his idol. Torin crossed himself at the thought and then saw his father's departing back as he drove one group of horses out of the pasture. Right. They still had work to do here today. He was not one to dream the day away.

That was more his brother's way of being.

Torin stayed leaning against the large rock. There was plenty of time before darkness fell. He would soak in this rare day of sun and peace before he returned to the bustle of the farm and their house. 

Torin woke to drops of water hitting his forehead and someone rummaging through his coat. Not water, rain. And not someone, either. He reached up and rubbed the horse's nose. "Back, Ceallach," he told the mare.

The mare took two steps back but bent her head to huff out a breath against his cheek. Torin chuckled and rubbed her face again. "I am getting up. Give me a moment."

He pushed himself up from the ground, brushing his hands over the back of his trousers to clear off dirt and grass. The other horses his father left behind for Torin to return with were milling around, grazing, and not paying him any of their attention.

It was Ceallach he raised from a foal, though. She never strayed far from him. He gave her neck another rub before rounding up the other horses. They knew the path to the farm and went along it with few problems. Still, there was always one. 

Torin chased the long-legged black colt into the group for the fifth time just before going over the rise of the hill. Ceallach nipped at the young fool's neck, and the little guy kicked out, but he stayed in with the group. Torin chuckled, then swung up onto Ceallach's back as the horses trotted toward home.

Ceallach danced under him. He felt her muscles bunch and relax with no saddle between them. This wasn't her usual feistiness. Something was wrong. He didn't know what. The barn was right up ahead of them—the house around the next bend. Torin's stomach seized. No.

Thick dark smoke rose from the thatched roof. He smelled it on the air now but couldn't make himself ride closer. The other horses he drove back were no longer eager to get to that barn. There was no sign of the other horses, though. Or his father.

"Da!" he called, putting his heels to Ceallach's sides. "Da, where are you?" And his mother. Who would likely have been in the house? She had to have seen the smoke from there, and she would have tried to save the horses if she could. From the smoke pouring out of the roof and the doors at the end, he saw that it was too late. 

"Da!" he screamed when no one came out. 

Ceallach snorted and tossed her head, side-stepping and almost dumping Torin off her back. He gripped her mane, only releasing it when she settled enough for him to slide to the ground safely. His knees nearly gave out when he saw what upset the horse.

"Da!" he cried one more time as he dropped beside the body. 

His back still rose and fell, even as the dark stain spread over his shirt. "No," Torin said. He turned his father over and pulled him into his lap. His shirtfront was torn and stained. "What did happen, Da? Where's Ma?"

"In the house," he said, his voice almost too quiet to hear, the words slurring together. He coughed, and blood covered his lips. 

Torin glanced toward the house but didn't see anyone stir. He saw marks in the dirt, though, as if his father dragged himself out this far. "Couldn't save her. Sorry. So, so sorry."

Another breath shuddered out, and his father's eyes fluttered. "No, Da," Torin said. "Don't go. Who did this? I'll make sure they come to justice."

"Can't," he muttered. "Lord... Cur... never let it happen."

"What? Lord Curran did this?"

"No." There was a long moment of silence, and Torin feared his father had slipped away. Then, he drew in a harsh breath, though his eyes stayed closed, and said, "Lord Owen. Your ma. Couldn't save her. Tor... don't... sorry." More blood bubbled between his lips, and he let out a weak cough.

"No, Da. Tell me what to do. Tell me...I need to know. Please." His words fell on deaf ears. His father's chest stopped moving; no rattling breaths came from him. "No, no, no," he screamed one final time. 

He heard a crash from the barn, vaguely registering the roof falling in. He hoped none of their horses were in there, but he didn't hear any sounds coming from that direction. He had to hope they were safe wherever they might be.

He couldn't have the same hope for his father. He was dead. Right there in Torin's arms. He staggered to his feet, his father's limp body weighing him down. He stumbled toward the house. 
He dropped his father's body when he saw what remained of it. No roof, blackened walls, a shell of the home he grew up in. His father's words returned to him, and he ran toward the still-smoking structure. "Ma!" he cried. She'd been dragged out, though. Her eyes stared up at the sky. 

He dropped to his knees, screaming out his pain and grief. Everything was gone. He knew there could only be one person responsible. Lord Owen Curran, the son of their landlord. He'd done this. Torin didn't have any doubts.

He would make sure he paid for it.

***




COUNTY TIPPERARY, IRELAND

July 21, 1850

Eamonn O'Fearell rode straight in the saddle, almost as if he had a fireplace poker shoved up the back of his shirt. At least, he was sure that is what his younger brother would tell him. At the moment, he might just laugh at the usual insult. So, he wouldn't jump on a horse bareback like Torin. There were many more differences between them than that. Didn't mean he didn't have a well full of love for him.

He missed his brother and their parents after more than a week away from home.

Eamonn's pockets were full, he'd gotten to hear Speranza speak again and had gotten out of Waterford unmolested. The meeting had been secret, but that didn't mean it couldn't be raided. They had been before, but none he attended. Since tempers were still high after the failed rising two years earlier, he was lucky indeed.

Eamonn figured he had reason to be in good spirits, and he was ready to share it with his family.

He'd left Waterford two days earlier, stopping at an inn each night. He filled his pockets with other men's coins they hadn't been wise enough not to gamble away. He'd still managed to get the losing men to buy him a round of ale before retiring for the night.

Eamonn thought one of them would join him in his room, and it sent a shiver down his spine. He'd bid Eamonn good night and gone the other way. He hadn't reacted to a man like that since the last time he listened to Thomas Francis Meagher speak before he'd been sentenced to transportation and exiled from their home for the rest of his life.

A dark shadow passed over Eamonn's enjoyment at that thought. He tried to push it back. He couldn't do anything about that. Eamonn could help to expand the movement Meagher helped start. In whatever little ways he could.

Eamonn urged the horse into a trot, moving with the horse's movements. Anticipation wound through him. He couldn't wait to tell his mother of the things he'd heard. She didn't care too much for the talk of revolution, the threat of violence worried her, but her eyes always shone when he recited the verses they penned. She had a love for words she passed down to him. 

Eamonn made the sign of the cross as he passed the manor house as if to ward off the demon who lived there. His father always scowled when he or Torin made that claim. Even all these years, Lord Ellison Curran may be decent, and Eamonn still reserved his judgment on that, but his son was not. 

Owen Curran had done nothing but torment him and Torin when they were growing up. That torment got worse as the years went on. He had no doubts that if he ever got out of the tether his father kept him on, Eamonn's own family would take their last breaths. Owen would enjoy squeezing that out of them.

His family's farm lay at the far end of the estate's lands. Once, long before he or even his father was born, this land belonged to their family. Until the crown deemed they weren't allowed to own it any longer. Now they could only work the land and pass almost all its harvest on to their English landlord.

Eamonn was determined to see it changed, but he had no wish to be sentenced to one of those prison ships heading to the other side of the world. So, he'd bide his time.

The sun was dipping as he turned onto the lane leading to their house. It took him a moment. He had to look around, wondering if he had turned wrong somewhere. 
No, the house should be standing right over there. Instead, it looked like an old ruin, blackened and crumbling.

Eamonn kicked his horse forward, racing into the yard, turning his head each way, trying to find one sign of life. There was nothing. He yanked on the reins, the horse snorting and tossing his head. He released the reins and jumped to the ground, staggering to his knees. "Ma!" he called. "Da. Torin? Please, someone, do answer me." The last came out in a sob. He couldn't be the only one left here. He just couldn't. 

If he lost everything else, there wouldn't be anything to keep him from throwing everything into seeing their home free of the English. Then, a figure rose through the mist. Eamonn stumbled back a step, sure he was seeing a ghost of his family. 

It was no ghost he saw. "Torin!" He rushed toward his brother. 

"They're dead," Torin said dully. "They are both dead."

Eamonn held his brother away from him then, looking over him. Blood soaked through the front of his shirt, and for a moment, he was frightened Torin would soon be dead, too. The blood was dry, and his brother didn't seem hurt, though his eyes were red and glazed over. 

"What happened, Tor?"

"Lord Owen killed them. And I'm going to make sure he pays for it."








CHAPTER 2




SCARRIFF, COUNTY CLARE, Ireland

July 22, 1850




"Why do you not head on home now?" Bridgette Muldoon looked up from the embroidery she was working on at her father's words and brushed a few strands of curly, black hair away from her face. 

"Are you sure, Da?" she asked, but she put the work away. "You do not need my help anymore this day?"

Her father shook his head. They hadn't had a customer in more than an hour's time, and there was little she could do to help other than hand him tools, which was why she'd been finishing up this bit of embroidery. It was to be a surprise for Mother, one of the few gifts she could afford to give. Da paid her for the time she worked here, but she slipped it back into the shop's funds.

Since their stream of customers had seemed to dry, that money was even more needed here than in her purse. Bridgette knew why it had happened when her father's clock shop had always seen decent business.

She'd refused Owen Curran's suit of marriage. Again. Bridgette had now lost count of the number of times she turned him away. Still, he wouldn't give up. She did not know how to make it any clearer. She would never tie herself to that man. No matter what he promised or threatened. Her father stood behind her in that decision, so she had no fears of him trying to push her to it, even if it meant finding another way to steady their accounts.

Bridgette put her needlework in her satchel, securing her needle, so she didn't risk losing it. She wouldn't be able to afford to replace it yet. Maybe if she finished enough embroidery to take to the market, she'd be able to shore up their funds. They'd be able to afford the treat her father wanted to get for her mother's birthday the following week.

Bridgette leaned over and brushed a kiss over her father's cheek while he continued to dig around in the gears of the watch open on his work table. "I shall see you at home in an hour's time. Do not let that pass."

Color stained his cheeks. "Téigh abhaile leat," he said, a laugh rumbling through the words. It matched the twinkle in his green eyes, the same shade as hers. 

"Fine. I shall go." Bridgette headed for the back of the shop, where she grabbed her cloak, and after wrapping it around her shoulders, she stepped through the door into the alley. The wind whipped the cloak against her body, and she hurried down the alley to where their house stood at the other end. She could feel rain in the air, and more than that. There was a charge that told her a storm was coming. 

She almost welcomed it, hoping it would clear away her dark thoughts. Like the fact she could only keep refusing Owen so long before he wouldn't accept it any longer. Owen had more power than any of them. If he had put his mind to it, a simple clock shop owner wouldn't be able to stand against him.

Bridgette reached out for the doorknob on their little home, but the door wasn't closed all the way. That was odd and sent a skittering sensation down her back. Her mother always made sure it was closed, even when heat baked them inside. She'd open windows to let a breeze through, but this door was closed if they weren't going through it.

Bridgette took a slow step toward it, pushing it open. "Ma?" she called. No answer. Maybe she stepped out. A neighbor may have needed something. Her mother's net of caring swung wide around their neighborhood. She'd turn no one in need away. 

There was a strange coppery scent in the air. It didn't smell like something her mother would cook. Her mother should just about be ready to put dinner on the table. So, she should be able to smell something else. Something more than that tang that was so out of place, she wasn't sure what to do about it. 

"Ma?" she called again, moving through the living area and into the kitchen near the front of the house. Bridgette always came in the back when she left the shop, but they'd have come to the front if someone had come visiting. 

There was still no answer. Bridgette shivered hard, even though she felt the waves of warmth from the fire. She rubbed her hands along her arms as she stepped into the kitchen. "Ma!" she cried and rushed over to the fireplace. She nearly tripped over her mother's outstretched leg in her haste. "Mother, get up," she said before noticing the dark pool near her head. Bridgette was shaking as she sank to her knees beside her mother. "Mother, wake up," she said. "Please, wake up." Bridgette already knew she wouldn't. She still said, "I'll get Da," and getting to her feet, bounded back through the house and into the alley. 

And ran into her father as he whistled his way down the alley. "Easy, lass," he murmured. "I told you I would be here. And after not very long at all. What is the rush?"

"Ma," she gasped. "It's Ma. You have to help her."

That took the jauntiness out of him. "What happened?"

"I do not know, but she won't wake. She's hurt, and she won't get up, and I do not know what to do, Da."

"Hush, lass," he said. "I will go take care of her. Calm yourself," he said, looking past her. Bridgette turned and saw the constables at the head of the alley. She drew in a deep breath and nodded against his chest. He led the way toward the house, neither of them speaking, but she thought she heard the pounding of his blood. No, that was hers, rushing between her ears. As they stepped into the house, she was faint from it.

Her father pushed her into one of the slat-back chairs in the living area and stepped back. "Where was she?" he asked.

"Kitchen," she choked out. "She won't get up, Da."

"Aye, you said that, lass. I will be right back." He turned and strode toward the kitchen, calling, "Amelie, what are you up to, a bhean chóir." At the term, something she'd heard her father call her mother many times over, she glanced toward the front doors. It could mean trouble if those constables were near enough to hear him. It wasn't against the law to speak the Gaelic, but the officials often looked on anyone who did with suspicion, like that meant they were planning treason.

Her father shouted, something she couldn't even understand. Bridgette pushed herself up from the chair and hurried toward the front of the house and saw her father rocking with her mother in his arms. "Amelie, no. No, no, no," he sobbed. "Come back to me. Stay with me, Amelie."

Tears streamed unheeded down Bridgette's cheeks. She'd known. Before she'd even gone to get her father, she'd known her mother was dead, but she hadn't wanted to accept it. She still didn't want to. "What do we do now?" she asked quietly.

The sound of her father's weeping was the only response.

***




COUNTY TIPPERARY, IRELAND

July 22, 1850




Torin didn't speak as he and Eamonn took turns wielding the single shovel that had survived the burning of the barn. The stone foundation was still standing, though there was no cover overhead, so it had made a poor sleeping structure the night before. And it wasn't enough to keep the horses corralled. They didn't seem interested in leaving home.

It took most of the day to dig out the two graves. Eamonn had ridden into the village but returned, saying the priest would not bury their parents. He had given some excuse, but Torin knew what it had come down to. Apparently, even men of God could be bought by Owen Curran. 

When Eamonn relieved him with the shovel, Torin used the time to find branches from a nearby tree. The fire had scorched the side of it, but he thought that made it more fitting to use them. He wrapped the twine around two of them, forming them into a cross. He did the same with the other two and carved names into one side of the horizontal branch. 
Niall and Aislinn. His parents. 

A smaller grave with one cross was right next to the ones they had just dug. When he brought the crosses over to Eamonn, he ran his fingers over the name. Sorcha. His baby sister, who only lived a few weeks before going to be with the angels one night. His mother had never been the same.

"Ma can finally hold her in her arms again," Eamonn said softly. "She would be happy for that."

Torin turned on his brother. "This makes it all right?" he asked, his voice so thick he choked on the words. "He can get away with it because she would be happy again?"

"No," Eamonn said, his voice just as strained. "I did not say that, Tor. None of this be right. I just... it's a comfort to think she could have that back."

Torin didn't agree with him. Nothing felt like a comfort now. Not for this yawning hole inside of him. He turned away and went to bring his father's body over to the hole that had been dug. They hadn't been able to have a proper wake, not with no house and no one to come to see their spirits on their way. He hoped that wouldn't mean they'd be trapped here for eternity. 

Torin crossed himself at the thought.

Once both bodies were laid in their graves, Eamonn said a few words over them. Torin's head was pounding too hard to pay any attention to them. If he didn't do something, he might burst from the pressure inside him.

When Eamonn picked the shovel up, tossing dirt back into the holes, Torin turned and started walking away. "Where are you going?" Eamonn called after him. 

Torin kept walking to where Ceallach stood, as if she waited for him, knew he'd need to go out. "Tell me where you are going," Eamonn shouted after him. Torin didn't, and Eamonn swore. "We must figure out what we do next," he yelled.

Nothing. There was nothing they could do. The law would not see fit to punish Owen for what he had done. Torin couldn't think right now with the roaring in his head. How could he figure out what to do next when he couldn't even think? He needed the wind against his skin and his horse moving under him. 

He'd deal with his brother later.




EAMONN WATCHED HIS brother ride off on that mare he seemed to love more than their own family. He had never understood Torin. Not once in the eighteen years they'd lived in the same home. He did not understand how they could be so different when they'd grown up in the same house with the same parents.

That was the truth of it. There was very little the same between them. The color of their hair was about it. Even then, Eamonn's red-tinted hair was less intense than Torin's own. Like everything else about them. But, that lower intensity let Eamonn slip around without being noticed as much.

He'd never been the one beaten by their landlord's son simply for existing.

Eamonn turned to the graves, his heart coming up into his mouth. No, that was the sickness he'd been battling since he came home to find everything gone. Once he emptied his stomach again, though there couldn't be anything left in it by this point, he dragged himself back to the graves. He had to take care of them and was apparently meant to do it on his own since Torin still hadn't returned. 

His body was shaking, not from exertion but grief, as he threw the last shovelful of dirt over his mother's body. It hadn't settled in that she was gone. He wanted to go to her and have her read with him, as she always had since he was little. Have her stroke his back like when he'd sworn he'd seen wee goblins in the shadows. 

That wasn't to be. He wouldn't feel his father's protective love, even if they never understood each other. Eamonn tossed the shovel away from him, not caring where it struck, as he let out a loud cry and crumpled to the ground. 

Eamonn didn't move when he heard the pounding of hooves in the yard. If Owen was coming after them again, he could kill him if that's what the Lord had planned for him. He wouldn't fight it anymore. There was only the sound of one horse, and Owen never rode alone.

His brother cried his name. Then his boots slapped against the ground. Eamonn tried to force himself up, but his arms shook.

"What happened?" Torin asked as he slid to a stop beside him and dropped to his knees. "Were you hurt? Was it Owen? He came back? The little bastard."

Eamonn shook his head and forced his body to cooperate. "No, Torin. You won't use this to fuel your hatred."

"What are you talking about? You know what he has done to me. And now this," he said, throwing his hand out toward the destruction of the farm.

"I do know it," Eamonn admitted. "Ma and Da are gone because of this nonsense. That's what it is."

"You think I wanted this. To fuel my hatred, as you said."

"No," Eamonn blurted. "I would never say that. I know you wouldn't. Don't use it to drive you to do something stupid."

Torin's jaw clenched, knowing he would not like what his brother said next. Eamonn tried to head it off first. "We can't stay here, Tor. We have to find a way to move on."

"You move on," Torin spit out at him, shoving back up to his feet, "if it is that easy for you. I won't. I can't. I held Da while he took his last breath. You think I can let that go? I promised Da I'd make him pay for this, and I shall do that. Do not think you will stop me."

"I have never thought I could do that, Torin. You will do what you wish, no matter what it means for the rest of us."

"What does that mean?"

"What do you think will happen if you go after this revenge you crave? Do you think I will be free of your punishment?" He swept his arm around them. "We have lost nearly everything. You want to have the last of it taken as well?"

His brother stood there, his fists opening and closing. "What would you have me do, Eamonn? Just let him get away with it like he has everything else?"

"What can you do? Kill him. Then, you are no better than him, and you will hang for it. Nothing will happen to him, but it will to you. I do not want to lose you, too, deartháir." 

"I will not let him get away with what he has done," Torin said quietly, then turned and stalked back to the mare he left a little distance away. He didn't ride off this time, though. If he did, he might never see his brother again.








CHAPTER 3


SCARRIFF, COUNTY CLARE, Ireland

July 24, 1850


Bridgette stood in the churchyard, a black veil covering her face. She'd dyed her dress and gloves the same color as she couldn't afford a separate mourning outfit. She bowed her head as the priest led everyone gathered in a final prayer for her mother's eternal soul. The words didn't penetrate, though. All she could think was that her mother was gone. Bridgette did not know how to go on from that.

When they left the churchyard, her father had his arm around her shoulders. It might be the only thing keeping her upright. How was he doing it? He loved her mother almost more than the breath he drew in each day.

What did her loss mean for him? How could he keep breathing without her? Even Bridgette was finding it hard to do the same.

Her father made a shushing sound as he pulled her closer to him and headed down the street toward their house. She couldn't stop the tears, though. Her shoulders shook as he ran a hand along her back. "How do we do this?" she sobbed. "How do we do without her? Without her love."

"Your mother's love is not gone, lass," he told her. "She breathed it into us every day of our lives together. It will be with you always. You can't forget that."

It still wasn't the same as her mother being here, continuing to breathe the light that had been in her soul into them. She didn't know what to do without it, but she nodded against her father's shoulder. He continued to hold her there as she couldn't stem the flow of tears. Every time she tried to wipe them away, more slid out.

The stream of tears slowed, and she wiped them away without more taking their place. She stepped back, but what she saw down the street had her freezing right where she was. 

A man stood down the way, his blond hair slicked into a queue. His face was sharp-featured, his lips almost in a perpetual sneer. His cravat was perfectly knotted, his waistcoat in perfect order, his breeches pristine and well-fitted, his boots shined to gleaming. 

There was never anything less than perfect about Owen Curran.

Except for the state of his soul. She was sure that was as dark as his hair was light. He didn't seem to think that was a problem or to care what it might do to her own if she was tied to him. He was the son of a nobleman. He only cared for what he thought was already his. He wouldn't let anyone tell him otherwise.

She could not deal with seeing him now. Bridgette wasn't sure if she was strong enough to hold up under his emotional assaults. She tugged on her father's arm. "Come on, Da. We should be getting home."

She cast one more glance over her shoulder. Owen stood in the center of the street, his eyes seeming to burn as he glared at her. His arms were at his sides, his hands opening and closing. Bridgette swallowed hard, then looked away again. She just prayed he didn't follow them to their home. Not today, not today. She could not handle it today.

***


COUNTY TIPPERARY, IRELAND

July 24, 1850


Torin stepped out of the stone foundation and into the morning. Mist stirred around his feet, but he ignored it. It had been four days since he found his father dying, two since they buried them.  The previous night, a couple of the horses had wandered off and hadn't returned the next day. They would have by now if they were going to.

Those horses were all they had left. He was failing even them.

The colt that had given him so much trouble on the way back from the pasture stood close to his mother. He'd been like that since they returned, though he hadn't taken sustenance from her for more than a year. He still sought the comfort of her. Torin wished he could do that, though it was Eamonn with a stronger bond to their mother.

He wanted to ask his father what to do, but that was no longer possible. 

He walked among the remaining horses, patting each one. What would they do with them? They had no way to shelter them, no feed for them. Even now, they were pulling up the little grass in the yard. There was a reason he and his father had taken them to the pasture each day. 

They would have to sell them. He saw no other way around it. As much as it pained him, it would have to be done.

For now, he took the small stiff brush out of his pocket. It was one of the few things he'd been able to dig out of the ashes of the barn. He walked up to Ceallach, rubbing her chin before running the brush over her coat. It soothed both of them.

Torin heard the footsteps behind him, but he didn't bother turning. He knew just who it was. Eamonn had not been sleeping any better than Torin himself. Only Eamonn occupied himself by scribbling in that journal of his. Torin would rather walk among the horses to find his peace.

"You spoil that horse with your attention," Eamonn said. "I do not see what is so special with her."

No, Eamonn wouldn't. He had only spent as much time in the barn as he was forced to. Never anymore. So, he would never understand. "She will take me to exact revenge. She deserves all the care I can give her."

A heavy silence fell between them. "You cannot just take a shortcut to justice," Eamonn said. "You cannot take it into your own hands."

"It is the only justice he will ever get," Torin said as he continued to brush his mare's coat.

"That does not mean it has to be you who brings it his way," Eamonn argued. "You are all I have left, my brother. Do not take that from me as well."

Torin firmed his jaw at the guilt that tried to seep into his bones. He couldn't allow his brother's pleas to turn him from this path. "He killed our parents and destroyed everything we had. I cannot let him get away with that."

"I cannot take losing you, too. Not after–"

"Stop," Torin cut short whatever else Eamonn would say. "It does not matter what you say. I am going, Eamonn. Just leave it."

Torin was sure his brother would argue more. Instead, Eamonn turned and stalked away. They made a semi-shelter in what remained of the barn. Torin imagined he was working back there. It wouldn't offer much protection, but they wouldn't be able to stay here for long. Especially after he did what he planned.

"He'll try to stop me again, Ceallach," he told the mare. "We can't let it happen. No one else will make him pay. It has to be me."

The mare blew out a breath and, turning her head, nudged his arm. He buried his face against her neck, taking comfort from her. Other than his brother, the horse was all he had left.

Owen Curran had taken everything from him. Torin would stop him before he did the same to anyone else. No matter what more it might cost him. He'd promised his father, and he would see it through now.

***


SCARRIFF, COUNTY CLARE, Ireland

July 25, 1850


Bridgette shut herself in her room after they'd finished the small meal she'd put together for her father and herself. Her mother had done the most of the cooking since Bridgette was helping in the shop, but she'd still learned early how to cook. It just hadn't felt right without her mother there to help.

That thought nearly had her crumpling into a weeping ball of misery again. She held herself straight, though, and walked over to the small window in her room. It looked onto the street. She usually enjoyed watching the people who went by.

Today she was looking for one particular person, and her shoulders were stiff with it.

He was not out there anymore. She knew he would not be. He'd left when she ignored him the day before. It didn't stop her from checking each time she came in here. He would not leave Bridgette alone forever. She knew that for truth. 
Owen would be back at the first chance he got. She didn't understand why he hadn't followed them to their house. He'd never been shy about making his presence known. 

She gave thanks for it, though. Her heart had been heavy enough without having to make sure he took himself on his way again. If only he would not come along anymore. 

She reached up and took her hair down from the chignon she'd twisted it into earlier. She let it fall to her shoulders and shook her curls out. The pressure on her scalp eased off with it freed. She would need to brush it before going to bed for the night. For now, this would be fine.

She could not stay in here the rest of the night. Her father had gone to the shop to look over things after their meal. She still needed to clean up the kitchen. Then, she would make sure her father came home and that he retired without downing half a bottle of whiskey as he had the night before.

He could not drown his sorrows in it, and she did not want to lose him to its demons. They would get through this. Somehow they had to. 

She had always admired the love she saw between her parents. They were simple merchants, not part of the noble class, who arranged marriages to increase their wealth and holdings, so she had never understood Owen's pursuit of her. She would not give him an advantage. She did not think the current Lord Curran would assent to the marriage, even if she gave her consent.

She did not plan to do any such thing. 

After seeing the way her father was floundering in his grief, she wasn't sure she wanted that for herself. Why give her love to someone if losing it left her so adrift? She'd be left with nothing if she was to marry Lord Owen or another noble like him, and he was to expire. Less than she had now. Whatever was his would pass to his heir, if they didn't have a child, then his next close male relative. 

No, it would be better to keep things as they were. She would be much happier being a spinster continuing to live and work with her father than ever to let a man have her to do with as they pleased.

***


COUNTY TIPPERARY, IRELAND

July 27, 1850


Torin kicked dirt over the fire he'd built with the bit of brush and peat he'd been able to dig up. He'd caught several fish in the stream behind the barn and roasted them. There was no point in letting it burn any longer. Eamonn had returned to the barn to settle in for the night. Torin couldn't bring himself to do the same, though. 

He couldn't let his father down once again.

He walked around the edge of the yard, heading for the horses. They had not been soothing him as they usually did. He wasn't sure anything could anymore. At least not until he saw through his promise. That was probably why he couldn't just settle.

It had to be easier for Eamonn. He was not the one who had held Da while he passed. He hadn't seen what had been done. Eamonn would never understand why Torin had to see this done. Maybe he couldn't. That didn't change matters, though, and likely only meant he'd have to take his brother out of it.

If he left before Eamonn woke, there'd be nothing more his brother could say about it.

By the moonlight, he picked out Ceallach, standing at rest. Running his hand along her neck and with a soft murmur, he announced his presence to her. With a huff, she leaned into him, her nose going for his coat pocket.

He let out a soft laugh. "No treats for you tonight, my warrior maid. I'm hoping you'll live up to your name. We have work to do."

They'd dug a saddle out of the remains of the barn. They usually only hitched a couple of horses to the wagon if they were all going to town. But, if his father had to go to the manor to speak with Lord Curran, he'd take one of his horses. So, it was the only saddle they owned. 

Torin hadn't been sure it survived the flames. It had only suffered some scorch marks and soot that didn't want to wipe away.

He walked as quietly as he could to the back of the barn where he'd stored the few things that had survived the fire. He picked up the saddle. Their only bridle had been destroyed. The leather straps were in decent condition, but the metal rings and bit hadn't made it. 
He didn't need that to ride the mare, though. He barely needed a saddle, but he didn't have any other way to carry his father's sword.

Torin was headed back toward where Ceallach waited when he heard his brother's voice behind him. "Where do you think you
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