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Chapter 1

	The Man Who Beat the Devil

	The turf fire crackled in the hearth of Molloy's public house, casting dancing shadows across the smoke-stained walls. Outside, the October mist crept through the village like something living, something with intent, pressing its cold face against the windows and curling under the doorframe. Inside, the air was thick with pipe smoke, the smell of porter, and the sound of Séamus O'Malley's voice.

	"Three times!" he roared, slamming his fist on the scarred wooden table. The glasses jumped, and a few drops of Guinness spattered onto the surface like black blood. "Three times I've met Old Nick himself, and three times I sent him packing with his tail between his legs!"

	A ripple of nervous laughter went through the small crowd gathered around him. Some of the men leaned forward, eager for the tale they'd heard a dozen times before. Others shifted in their seats, glancing toward the windows where the mist pressed ever closer.

	Séamus was a big man, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, with hands like ham hocks and a face that had been handsome once, before the drink and the pride had coarsened it. His hair, still more black than gray despite his forty-seven years, was slicked back from a high forehead. His eyes, small and sharp as a pig's, gleamed with satisfaction as he surveyed his audience.

	"You're full of shite, Séamus," called out young Paddy Brennan from the corner, though his voice wavered slightly. "No man can best the Devil."

	"No ordinary man, perhaps," Séamus agreed, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial rumble. He took a long pull from his pint, wiped the foam from his upper lip with the back of his hand, and grinned. "But I'm no ordinary man, am I?"

	"Tell us again about your da," said Michael Cooney, a wizened farmer with hands like tree roots. "Tell us about the deathbed."

	Séamus's grin widened. He loved this part. He always loved this part.

	"It was a winter's night, cold enough to freeze the stones," he began, and the room settled into that peculiar hush that comes over people when a story is about to be told, even a story they've heard before. "My father, God rest him, was dying. The priest had been and given him the last rites, and we were all gathered round his bed waiting for the end. My mother, my sisters, the neighbors, all of us keeping vigil."

	He paused for effect, letting the silence stretch.

	"The clock struck midnight, and the candles all went out at once. Every single one, though there wasn't a breath of wind in the room. My mother started praying, and in the darkness, we heard footsteps. Slow, measured, coming up the stairs. Click. Clack. Click. Clack."

	Someone in the audience swallowed audibly.

	"The door opened, and there he stood. Tall as the doorframe, dressed in a black suit that seemed to swallow the light. His face was in shadow, but his eyes..." Séamus shook his head. "His eyes burned like coals in a forge. And he smiled at us, smiled! and said in a voice like grinding millstones: 'I've come for Patrick O'Malley. We have an appointment.'"

	"What appointment?" breathed young Brennan, despite himself.

	"Ah, that's the question, isn't it?" Séamus leaned back, enjoying the attention. "Turns out my da, in his younger days, had made a bargain. Sold his soul for a good harvest during the famine years. Saved the family, he did, but the price was to be paid upon death. And now the Devil had come collecting."

	The fire popped loudly, and several men jumped.

	"My mother was wailing, my sisters were clutching their rosaries, but I..." Séamus tapped his temple with one thick finger. "I kept my head. I stood up, looked the Devil right in his burning eyes, and I said: 'You'll not be taking him tonight.'"

	"The Devil laughed at me. 'And who are you to stop me, boy?' he asked. I was just twenty then, but I wasn't afraid. I said, 'I'm the eldest son, and I claim the right of substitution. Take me instead.'"

	"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph," muttered someone.

	"The Devil considered this. 'Very noble,' he said, 'but I want Patrick O'Malley. That's who I have the contract for.' So I said: 'Show me this contract, then. Let's see the terms.'"

	Séamus slapped the table again, making everyone jump.

	"And he couldn't! He reached into his coat, but his hand came out empty. 'That's what I thought,' I told him. 'You've no contract, no proof, nothing but your word. And what's the word of the Devil worth? You're the Father of Lies, aren't you? How do we know you're not lying now?'"

	A murmur of appreciation went through the crowd. It was a good trick, they had to admit.

	"The Devil's face went dark as thunder. The room grew so cold we could see our breath. But I stood my ground. 'If you've no contract,' I said, 'then you've no claim. Be off with you.'"

	"And he went?" asked Brennan.

	"Not before he gave me a look that would curdle milk," Séamus said. "He pointed one long finger at me and said: 'You're a clever one, Séamus O'Malley. Too clever. We'll meet again.' Then he vanished in a stink of sulfur, and the candles all lit themselves again. My father recovered that very night. Lived another five years, he did."

	The men around the table exhaled collectively, as if they'd been holding their breath. Some nodded approvingly. Others looked less certain.

	"That's one time," said Cooney. "What about the second?"

	But before Séamus could launch into the next tale, the door of the pub swung open, bringing with it a blast of cold air and swirling mist. The conversation died. Everyone turned to look.

	Old Bridie stood in the doorway.

	She was ancient, no one quite knew how old, bent like a question mark and wrapped in a black shawl that seemed to have more holes than cloth. Her face was a map of wrinkles, and her eyes clouded with cataracts somehow still managed to see more than most. She was the village wise woman, the one you went to for cures and charms, for blessings and warnings.

	"Still telling your stories, Séamus O'Malley?" Her voice was dry as autumn leaves.

	The mood in the room shifted. Séamus's smile faltered, just for a moment, before returning with forced joviality.

	"Just entertaining the lads, Bridie. No harm in it."

	"No harm?" She shuffled into the pub, her stick tapping against the floorboards. The mist seemed to follow her in, pooling around her feet like a living thing. "No harm in boasting about the Devil? In mocking the powers below?"

	"I'm not mocking anyone," Séamus said, his voice hardening. "I'm just telling the truth. I beat him fair and square. Three times."

	Bridie made her way to the fire, the crowd parting before her. She stood there, warming her gnarled hands, and for a long moment said nothing. The only sound was the crackle of the turf and the whistle of wind under the door.

	"Pride," she said finally, still facing the fire. "Pride is what the Devil loves best. Pride is the trap that catches the cleverest men."

	"I'm not proud," Séamus protested. "I'm just not afraid to speak the truth."

	Now Bridie turned to face him, and something in her milky eyes made even Séamus lean back in his chair.

	"The Devil is patient, Séamus O'Malley. More patient than you can imagine. He can wait years, decades, lifetimes. And when he comes for what's his, he always collects. Always."

	"He's got nothing of mine," Séamus said, but his voice lacked its earlier confidence.

	"Doesn't he?" Bridie's head tilted, like a bird examining a worm. "When did you last best him, Séamus? When was the third time?"

	Séamus's jaw tightened. "Nine years and eleven months ago. So what?"

	"Nine years and eleven months," Bridie repeated. "And how long was the promise he gave you?"

	The pub had gone deathly quiet. Even the fire seemed to burn more softly.

	"Ten years," Séamus said, his voice barely above a whisper.

	"Ten years of freedom, wasn't it?" Bridie's smile showed teeth too sharp and too many for a woman her age. "And when is ten years up, Séamus O'Malley?"

	The clock on the wall ticked loudly in the silence. Outside, the mist pressed harder against the windows, and somewhere in the distance, a dog began to howl.

	"Next month," Séamus said. "But he was just angry. Just making threats. It didn't mean anything."

	"Didn't it?" Bridie turned back to the fire. "The Devil never makes idle threats, boy. He's a lawyer, a keeper of contracts. His word is iron and his memory is eternal. If he said he'd come for what was his when the time was ripe..." She paused, letting the words hang in the air. "Then he will."

	"You're just trying to frighten me," Séamus said, attempting to laugh, but it came out wrong, forced and hollow.

	Bridie began shuffling toward the door, her business apparently done.

	"I'm trying to warn you," she said over her shoulder. "But warnings are wasted on the proud. Mark my words, Séamus O'Malley before this month is out, the Devil will have his due. And all your cleverness won't save you."

	She reached the door and paused, one hand on the frame.

	"He always collects," she said again. "Always."

	Then she was gone, back into the mist, leaving only the smell of herbs and the sensation of a room grown colder.

	For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Séamus forced another laugh, louder this time, desperate to break the spell.

	"Old witch," he said. "She's been predicting doom since before I was born, and nothing ever comes of it. The Devil had his chance, and I bested him. That's the end of it."

	But the crowd was already dispersing, men finishing their drinks quickly and heading for their homes. The story hour was over. Young Brennan was the last to leave, glancing back at Séamus with something like pity in his eyes.

	Soon only Séamus and Tom Molloy, the publican, remained. Molloy was wiping down the bar with slow, methodical movements.

	"You should go home, Séamus," he said quietly. "Mary will be wondering where you are."

	"One more," Séamus said, pushing his empty glass forward.

	Molloy hesitated, then pulled another pint. As he set it down, he said: "Bridie's usually right about these things."

	"She's a superstitious old woman."

	"Maybe." Molloy went back to his wiping. "But I've lived in this village sixty-three years, and I've never known her to be wrong about the important things."

	Séamus drank his pint alone, listening to the wind howl around the building and the mist scratch at the windows like something trying to get in. By the time he finished and stepped out into the October night, the church clock was striking eleven.

	The walk home was less than a mile, but tonight it felt longer. The mist had thickened to a proper fog, and Séamus couldn't see more than a few feet in any direction. His footsteps echoed strangely on the road, as if someone else was walking just behind him, matching his pace.

	He turned several times, but there was never anyone there.

	Just the fog, and the darkness, and the sound of his own breathing, harsh and loud in his ears.

	When he finally reached his cottage, Mary was waiting by the door, a shawl clutched around her shoulders. Her face, still pretty despite the worry lines that had appeared in recent years, was tight with concern.

	"Where have you been?" she demanded. "It's nearly midnight!"

	"At Molloy's," he said, brushing past her. "Where else would I be?"

	"Telling your stories again." It wasn't a question.

	He didn't answer, going straight to the bedroom and beginning to undress. Mary followed, standing in the doorway.

	"Bridie came by this afternoon," she said quietly.

	Séamus's hands stilled on his buttons.

	"Did she now?"

	"She told me to keep you home this month. Said you were in danger."

	"Bridie's an interfering old biddy."

	"Séamus." Mary's voice was pleading now. "What if she's right? What if"

	"What if what?" He spun to face her. "What if the Devil comes for me? Mary, I've beaten him three times already. Three times! If he couldn't take me then, he can't take me now."

	"You don't know that."

	"I do know it. I'm smarter than he is. Always have been, always will be."

	Mary's eyes filled with tears. "Pride, Séamus. That's what Bridie said. She said pride would be your undoing."

	"Then Bridie's wrong." He climbed into bed and turned his face to the wall. "Now let me sleep. I'm tired."

	Mary stood there for a long moment, then quietly closed the door.

	In the darkness, Séamus lay awake, listening to the wind and telling himself that he wasn't afraid. He'd beaten the Devil three times. Three times! What was there to fear?

	But as the clock struck midnight, he couldn't help but think of Bridie's words: He always collects. Always.

	And somewhere in the fog-shrouded village, in the space between darkness and darkness, something laughed, a sound like grinding glass and breaking bones.

	The month of reckoning had begun.

	 


Chapter 2

	A History of Cunning

	Séamus woke to the sound of crows.

	There must have been fifty of them, maybe more, perched on the roof and in the bare branches of the ash tree beside the cottage. Their cries were harsh and insistent, a cacophony that drilled into his skull like rusty nails.

	"Jesus Christ," he muttered, pressing his palms against his temples. The drink from the night before sat heavy in his gut, and his mouth tasted of copper and regret.

	Mary was already up, moving about the kitchen with deliberate quiet. When he emerged from the bedroom, she glanced at him once, her face carefully neutral, then returned to cutting bread.

	"There's tea in the pot," she said.

	He poured himself a cup and sat at the table, the chair creaking under his weight. Through the window, he could see the crows, black against the gray morning sky. They seemed to be watching the house.

	"How long have those been there?" he asked.

	"Since dawn. Before dawn, maybe. I woke to them."

	Séamus grunted and sipped his tea. Probably just drawn to something dead in the field. That's what crows did, after all. Gathered around death.

	He pushed the thought away.

	"I'm going to check the fences today," he said. "The sheep in the upper field need moving."

	Mary set the bread and butter before him but said nothing. The silence between them was heavy, filled with all the words she wanted to say and all the reassurances he couldn't give.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




