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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my father, Jerry Patrick, a true Irishman.
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Chapter One—Edmund
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Nora would not be pleased to know that he came here, to this forlorn place, but this might be Edmund’s last chance to visit. No ifs, ands or buts about it. This would be his last amble here. He would leave in the morning and never return to his homeland. How could he? He was starting a new life with his young and hearty bride. Edmund liked that she was a hardworking, hard-loving woman. He cared for her immensely. He almost loved her, and he was certain that they would grow to love one another.

Edmund loved his son—he’d loved him since the moment he held him. Since the night Nora delivered him into his hands. There had been no time for the midwife—her pains had come quickly. James had been born in the house Edmund had been born in, and his father before him. But James would be the last. Edmund had no choice; the tax collectors stole his birthright, and he had to abandon the homestead. His father must be turning over in his grave to see what a failure of a son Edmund turned out to be. No, he wouldn’t think of his poor father tonight. It would be too difficult to say goodbye to him. He couldn’t face it.

Edmund had no choice but to go in search of greener fields, and the only ones he’d heard of were across the ocean. The idea of sailing terrified him. Men weren’t meant to be on the water—or in it, for that matter. But he would be uncomfortable for a time to make this mighty step for James and Nora.

Tonight would be his last chance to walk amongst the fallen stones of Ossory’s most feared keep and his childhood playground. Funny that he could come here but not visit the family graveyard. Maybe not funny at all.

Even after all these years, he loved this place and yet could not imagine its past fierceness. His grandfather recalled the stories to him in detail, the day that the last wall fell, but even he had not been alive when the last Lord of Ossory lived in the Castle of the Wolf King. It was called other names, but Edmund knew it as most did.

Edmund used to play here as a child. He and his brother Brian played at doing battle with the long-lost Wolf Kings; they waved their wooden stick swords about and enjoyed victory after victory, when they weren’t working. Edmund was no stranger to work. In Ireland, particularly in his village, the children worked too.

But this new world, it would be different. He had been excited to buy the tickets, to buy passage and journey to a new life, but now...now he felt sentimental, somewhat sad to be leaving Ireland, even though this had been his idea. Not Nora’s. She’d fought him tooth and nail, but the idea of prospering, of having an easier life for their son, finally convinced her. However, Edmund hadn’t considered that it would be so hard to leave. To leave the bones of his brother behind. He wasn’t convinced that Brian’s spirit could pass over the ocean. He’d seen his ghost a handful of times, and although it always surprised him, and the visits were brief, he feared that would end.

No, it was far more difficult to leave the ghosts of his childhood behind, and these woods and fields. A place where he’d been happy. But he had to think of young James. Edmund believed he had no choice. He had to go, for all their sakes. Besides losing their home, things were bad here—many of his kinsmen were starving, fighting for work, falling on hard times beyond anything he could imagine.

Edmund did not have time to linger. He wasn’t sure what he expected to find, or receive, or see here, but he had to come.

A strange sound drew his attention back to the rubble behind him. An odd crying. A bird or a fox?

No, it wasn’t a creature. He knew all the animals and their sounds in these parts. This had been his home for almost forty years.

Another sound, similar but louder, kept him locked in his tracks, but only for a moment. He must get closer to the source to see what this might be, Edmund’s mind scolded him. After hearing nothing for a few minutes, he thought maybe that was merely his imagination.

Thank goodness Nora was not here. A more superstitious woman never had been born in Ireland. Edmund’s wife, despite being lovely, reasonable and a hard worker, often surprised him with her beliefs. He knew what she would think about his adventuring here, his sentimental follies about saying goodbye to his childhood playground. Nora would hate this.

New sounds of a child crying shook Edmund to his core. A child? Who would leave a child out here? It was almost dark. No, if there was a child, there had to be an adult. Or many adults. In fact, now that he thought of it, the scenario of someone taking shelter here did not surprise him in the least.

Over the years, he and Brian had encountered more than one Traveller using the ruins as an overnight shelter. Not all had been friendly, but the brothers had done a good job of spying on a few without being detected. They were not always successful and more than once got chased out of the place by a Traveller, shrieking and angry.

“Hello?” Edmund whispered as dark purple shadows began to fall on the gray stones at his feet. His stomach clenched in fear; he did not like being here once the sun began to set. No matter how brave he considered himself to be, even as a child, he and Brian never ventured here at night. Some part of Edmund believed in the things that were whispered about this place. Tales of the legendary Wolves of Ossory sprang to mind.

True, there had not been a king here in hundreds of years, but the echoes of dark deeds remained. The descendants of Laigmech Faelad once called this place home, and a fiercer race of Irish kings had there never been.

Ah, the Wolf Kings of Ossory, my boys. Beware the ghosts of the Wolf Kings, for they hunt in the shadows of that cursed place. You know how the song goes. A hunting we shall go, a wolf we shall see. And when we’ve stalked it to the grave, death will turn on thee.

Why would he think of his grandfather’s old stories and songs now? Edmund was no fearful child but a strong, grown man. He had no need to fear anything, but he suddenly didn’t feel good about this. He did not feel safe, not at all.

Did he believe in werewolves? No, of course not. And the facts were that there were no more wolves in Ireland. None whatsoever.

“Speak! Make yourself known! I am armed!”

His voice echoed through the ruined castle and came back to him. He was startled at the sound of his own voice. For some reason, he did not recall hearing such an effect before. Edmund and Brian had done their fair share of shouting and clambering over broken staircases, but he had never heard an echo.

Thank goodness Nora wasn’t here. She would be crying and begging to leave. Echoes were bad luck. Echoes were proof that one was being mocked and stalked by their own fetch. An omen of impending doom, they were. But this was no fetch, no doppelganger.

Yes, he could plainly hear the child crying now. Crying from the centermost room, the once grand hall of this nearly forgotten keep. But whoever would bring a child here unless it was to make a sacrifice? Ach! Could that be it? Was he about to stumble upon something horrible? Something ominous, murderous, unholy?

His heart pounded in his chest at the thought. A poor babe offered up to the evil that dwelled here, that wanted to return and call this place home. Edmund saw shadows moving, as if they were dancing, around the fallen rock, the one that he and his brother used to stand upon. They would claim their kingship upon that rock, after a day of play to win their turn to stand in the king’s spot.

Shadows moved, and a song played, a mournful dirge. One from an instrument he did not recognize. The sound of it sent chills up and down his spine. Unearthly it was, unearthly and unholy. Oh, why must he think such a thing? Why? The music fluttered in and out of his hearing, even while the child’s cries grew louder. Would they kill the babe? What manner of evil would this be that he would see with his own eyes?

Edmund made the sign of the cross as he dropped to his knees behind a pile of rubble. The king’s stone was just a few yards away. He felt the wind whip around him, wind from a strange circular storm. Like a whirlwind, a devil’s wind, it pulled at his hair and cloak. He clutched at it as he peered over the top of the rock.

The shadows, tall and wispy-looking, grew faint as he stared at them. They thinned and slid away into the blackness beyond the fallen walls of Ossory Keep. The music ceased as the wind vanished, and the child alone was left to cry in the night.

Seeing that the others had gone, Edmund took this moment to seize the child, to save it from the sure hands of Death. Those horrible things would return and finish their evil purpose if he allowed it. But he would not. Edmund McClure was a good man, an altogether good man. Turning a blind eye to this sort of thing would not sit well with his soul. What he would do with the boy, he did not know, but surely, he was someone’s bairn. Someone would miss their child. The boy, who wore only a rough blanket tossed over his cold body, cried heartily.

“Heavens above!” Edmund muttered as he gathered up the child and raced away from the keep. The shadows did not chase him as he journeyed back to his village, but he fancied he heard the strange instrument playing a time or two.

Witches, they must be! Evil folks who stirred up the spirits, they were the ones who had cursed this land! But what now? What would he do with the foundling? He stumbled, nearly tripping in a hole as he scurried out of the woods and onto the bone-white path that led to his tiny home.

His wife would not be happy with him. Gone for a walk and returned with a baby, a strange babe with a shock of black hair and an odd birthmark on his stomach. Well, what harm could a babe be? What choice had he except to rescue the lad from the clutches of the evildoers? Edmund panted as he leaped over the shrub row and raced down the hill with the now silent baby.

Oh, God! What was wrong with the boy? Had he hurt him in some way? Edmund did not regularly hold such tiny things, including his own son. He paused and glanced about, searching for any stalker but seeing none. Edmund pulled back the blanket and saw the child’s eyes open. He was certainly alive but silent. Content, happy to be in Edmund’s arms. He took a moment to study the child for injuries but did not see any, just the strange strawberry birthmark and startling dark eyes. Again, Edmund wanted to make the sign of the cross, but he dared not linger. That strange music carried over the hills. He had no choice but to get inside, to hide from them. To keep the child quiet until he could figure out what this meant. He raced past his wagon, already loaded with furniture and a few other things he intended to take with him to America.

“Edmund? Is that you?” Nora’s pretty voice called out to him. He thanked his lucky stars for her discerning ear.

“Yes, I’m here. Let me in, wife.”

“What have you got there, Edmund? What has happened to you?” Nora held James to her breast, her light green eyes widening at the now wiggling bundle. “Oh God, husband. What have you done? What have you done? What have you brought into our home, husband?”

Edmund pulled back the blanket and revealed the truth of it all. May as well tell it all, the sooner the better. “I found this baby. He was about to die, Nora.”

“And where did you find him, Edmund?”

“Don’t ask me that, wife. Don’t ask me.”

She staggered back as she unlatched their unhappy son from her breast. “You’ll be telling me, Edmund. You’ll be telling me where you found him.”

“No, don’t ask me. I cannot take him back. He will die out there.” He could not speak it. He could not, or else he would see reason and agree with her. But he could not do that at all. Why he felt such a desperate urge to protect as this foundling pulled out of him, he could not fathom.

When he failed to speak and failed to meet her eyes, she stifled a scream. “Take him out, Edmund. He’ll be the death of us. If you leave him in our house, he’ll be the death of us! He’s fairy-born, isn’t it? The son of a Traveller, is he? What if they take our James? They will feel that they are owed, husband. They’ll come looking for him, Edmund. For sure, they will come seeking their own.”

“Whether they come or not, I cannot give him back. I cannot give him back to the wilds of Ossory. He’s only a baby, Nora.”

Nora staggered and then sat stiffly in her chair. “Ossory, did you say?”

Edmund regretted speaking, he truly did, for Nora would demand that the child leave. He began to weep like he had not done in years. Why was the thought of casting this child back to the shadows so hard for him? No, he had not wept like this in a long time. Except when James was born. He did weep that night because it all moved him so much, but before that it was when Brian died.

Nora shushed him and put James on the pallet near the hearth. “I see that you are determined, although I cannot say why you would want to keep him. Give him to me, Edmund.” Her voice was soft and gentle, but Edmund wasn’t sure what would happen. He trusted Nora, but she did not want the child in their humble abode. “Let me see the child, husband.” She touched his arm gently, and he succumbed to her wishes.

Nora’s face softened as she pulled back the blanket and observed the naked boy. “He has the look of a strange child. What is this? The devil’s mark?” She did not like what she saw, but she immediately began dressing the baby and even touched the soft black hair and nuzzled it to her cheek briefly.

Edmund breathed a sigh of relief. He was in the clear now. The child would be safe, no matter what she said, for she cared just as he cared. He would not sleep much, even though both babies were silent and slept through the night. In the morning, Nora dutifully fed both boys but informed Edmund that she would not deny her own son for the strange boy’s benefit.

Despite her reluctance, the wagon rolled to the port and the family of four loaded along with their gear. It wasn’t until they found their small room and got out of the way of the remaining boarding passengers that Edmund finally slept.

And when he slept, he dreamed. He saw Brian again, only this time he was standing on the rock, the same rock where Edmund found the baby. Brian was holding a sword above his head, the baby at his feet. To Edmund’s horror, Brian drove the sword down, and Edmund woke with a fright. A terrible scream was in his throat, but he managed to smother it. The strange child cried beside him. Poor Nora was sleeping, having fed both boys all day.

The ship lurched beneath them. Rough seas. No, he did not think sailing was safe, but there was no other way to go to the new country. And now with this added child as a dependent, he had yet another reason to go far away and leave the land of Ossory behind.

Hopefully, the distance would be enough to protect them all.
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“He has the look of one of them. Dark and cursed! Yes, he has the look of one of them! You know he does. What’s more, he has a mark! A devil’s mark, husband. How else do you explain it?” Nora’s voice trembled as her lips turned down in her nearly perpetual frown. He could not deny the child had a strange marking on his belly. Edmund scolded her and reminded her to keep quiet. There was no sense in stirring up the other passengers, who were just as superstitious as Nora. It was hard to feel anger at her, as Edmund had thrust her into this situation. A small part of him wished he’d left the child behind.

Poor Nora! What had he done? His wife’s beauty had faded the past few days. Nora was sick with worry and perpetually ill from the roiling seas; her breasts were tender and bleeding. He would have to do something soon because she could not continue to feed the Traveller’s child—if that’s where he hailed from. Already he was beginning to agree with her. She was usually a hearty woman, but the constant vomiting sapped her strength as it threatened to do to him as well.

Suddenly the ship slapped on the water. The dozen or so passengers around them began to pray, and some swore for all their might. This journey would take weeks, but could they survive that long in these conditions?

“Hold yourselves! A storm is upon us!” a man called down to them, but they already knew the worst was upon them, didn’t they? “We’ll be closing the door or else you’ll drown.”

Edmund wanted to scream against that decision. This was the worst scenario he could imagine, for he had a terrible fear of both drowning and being shoved inside a box.

Yes, a terrible fear!

Nora whimpered beside him and the babies began to cry. All the children wailed, as well as a few adults, but Edmund was determined not to be one of them. He had to show more strength than that. Yes, he hated being on the water, hated it, but he could not avoid this journey. They had nothing left but this. Nothing at all. He managed to hold on to the children and his wife, and his small bag of coins, as the wooden craft tilted and slapped against the angry ocean. Nora began to pray quietly as she kissed their son’s hairy head. Little James had been born with a head full of curly brown hair. He was the spitting image of his father, and Edmund had been proud from that first day to this one. He could be nothing else.

The Traveller’s child—he would have to name him soon—whimpered, his tiny pink lips protruding as he prepared to cry again. From hunger or sickness, Edmund did not know. The baby’s hair was dark, as were his eyes. Even his skin had a slight olive tint to it. He was smaller than James but strong, his voice lusty and loud. He needed to drink, but Nora refused to nurture him further.

There was only one thing to do. Edmund had to find a nursemaid, someone willing to provide the infant with sustenance. But of course, it would cost him. There were other young mothers aboard the HMS Frederick. Surely one of them would want to feed a hungry child, for money if not for love. He could hardly afford such a thing, but he would have to do it. For the sake of the child. Edmund remembered the dream, the one of Brian and the sword and the king’s stone in Ossory Castle. What did it mean? Probably nothing at all, as many dreams were meaningless.

Yes, dreams without meaning. He’d had them all his life.

The storm ended as quickly as it began. The ferociousness of the wind and lightning that bore down on them a half-hour ago vanished, as if some sort of spell had been broken. At least the children around them had stopped crying, except for the castoff. He held the baby as Nora fell asleep, James beside her. She was lost in blissful rest, and now was his time to move. At least the boy in his arms had fallen into a fitful sleep. He was grateful for that. Edmund made his way through the bowels of the ship; the crew had removed the wood, and now he could see the stars above. It was dark, full dark, but at least a bright moon shone its celestial light down upon them.

He had a woman in mind; he’d seen her board with them. She also had a child, a toddler, a little girl, but he’d seen no man with them. She would be alone, and that could work to his advantage. Maybe she would agree. What options did he have? He had to do something. Letting the child starve to death was not an option.
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