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One failing curse.

One curser willing to sell her soul.

And a reckoning that has been coming for a century.

Be careful what you curse for.






Curses are a treacherous currency that buys naught but sorrow, where intentions are twisted, and payment is eternal. For Milesian curser, Faidh, that lesson is learned in blood. 



While celebrating the Oíche Bealtaine festival, the ancient town of Falias is plunged into chaos as the Wild Hunt rides again. The curse holding back the Tuatha de Danann has weakened, shattering a century of peace. Soon, all of Falias will fall, with the eyes of the fae focused solely on the line of Milesian cursers who damned them.



With the future of Falias hanging in the balance, Faidh sets out to save her family and her people at any cost, even if it means risking her soul to damnation. In a daring move, willing to defy all laws, Faidh summons the forbidden. She comes face to face with a Fomorian—Killian, where she learns his attentions run much darker than she had ever imagined.



Pulled into his twisted web of lies, the Scale of Death gives her a choice. He offers salvation to her people, but it comes at the steep price of her life. She must find a key in the one place she has feared her entire life—the mounds of the fae, the very people hunting her. 



Be wary, for not all is as it seems. 

It is far worse.









For Bella, who would go to hell and back for me.

And for Dave. Thank you for always wanting to hear my stories.

To my readers, thank you!
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Your mental health matters.

This book contains subject matter that may be difficult

and triggering for some readers,

including scenes of graphic violence, death, alcoholism,

and enslaved peoples.

Per me si va ne la città dolente,

per me si va ne l’etterno dolore,

per me si va tra la perduta gente.

Through me the way to the city of woe,

through me the way to everlasting pain,

through me the way among the lost.

― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

[image: ]

The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear,

and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.

― H.P. Lovecraft
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People:



Faidh: pronounced FEE-a

Roisin: pronounced ROH-sheen

Tadhg: pronounced TIE-g



Fomori: demonic beings, pronounced FOH-mor-ee

Milesian: The ancestors of the Celtic population of Ireland, pronounced MI-lee-zhuhn 

Sidhe: The fairy people of Irish folklore, pronounced Shee or She

Tuatha Dé Danann: The people of the Mother Goddess Danu, pronounced TUA-de-Dah-nann 



Locations:



Éire: Ireland, pronounced AIR-ah 

Tír na nÓg: land of the fae, pronounced TIER-nah-nogue 



Common words:



Caomhnóir: Guardian or protector, pronounced KEHV-noor 

Draíocht: Magic, pronounced DREE-oct 

Oíche Bealtaine: May Eve, pronounced EE-hyeh BOYWL-tin-na 
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The Beginning of the End
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Do not bargain with the fae, 

for the cost is a debt that can 

only be paid for in blood.

They weave deceit into every word 

and death into every action.

Their promises may shimmer like rubies in the sun,

but their hidden truths will trap you 

forever in a twisted dance of doom.

For once ensnared, 

escape was never part of the bargain.

- The Cost of Curses, 

Book One of the O’Clearly Grimoires
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ONCE QUAKING WITH the thunderous hoofbeats of the Wild Hunt, the ground was now littered with the broken limbs of the fallen, swept into the fray by the raging beasts. Bodies fell like autumn leaves, painting the mossy floor red. Their lifeless eyes stared up at the darkened sky, frozen in time as yet another desperate plea went unanswered by the goddess. They tried, in vain, to do what no other had done before—to rise up against an enemy of shadows and hate, magic and malice.

The gore and death blanketed the mounds, a snowfall of final moments celebrated by the pale ones with each new soul that crumpled under the weight of the Tuatha Dé Danann. The smell of blood and smoke mingled with the cries of the wounded. It was a gruesome chorus of pain and despair that echoed for miles, edged with the laughter of their enemy. 

There would be no survivors come morning. There never were. The Hunt left no hearts beating. There was no escaping the Sidhe. Not even the Fomorians, the powerful demons from below, had outrun the pale ones and were driven back into the bellies of their waves and water. But the Milesians were not demons like the Fomori. When they had come to Éire, they had a goddess blessed right to claim, and claim it they would. With spilled blood, unthinkable bargains and curses that would stain generations to come, the Milesians stood their ground.

Plagued by darkness and chaos, the balance between light and shadow hung by a thread. The once-vibrant lands of Éire were shrouded in hopelessness and futility as the forces of the Sidhe consumed everything in their path. All seemed lost—until the Legacies were crafted out of desperation. They were the strongest of the Milesians: the warriors, the most powerful wielders of draíocht—the very essence of the Goddess’s magic. With the Legacies forming a line of unstoppable power between the fae and their people, the indomitable Milesian spirit prevailed, tipping the scales of fate in their favor.

Aided by the Fomorians, the Milesians cursed the mounds, driving the race of false gods—the Tuatha Dé Danann—below ground. With the Wild Hunt locked away, the people of Éire struck a bargain with the Sidhe. There would be peace, or the fae would lose all. The Sidhe swore themselves to the demands of the victors, but nothing was free. Even freedom came at a cost—a debt waiting to be collected. The fading echoes of horses and the haunting sounds of horns signaled the end of one era and the beginning of a new age, with the path of sacrifice nearly forgotten by all but the fae.

For a century, they had lived without war or Hunts. Nothing, however, lasts forever—not curses, not wishes, not magic. The day would come when the cost of curses would be paid by all.
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Chapter One
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Where the Pale Ones Walk
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Where the pale ones walk, shadows linger,

and only death shall follow in their wake.

- The Cost of Curses, 

Book One of the O’Clearly Grimoires

––––––––
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TUCKED AWAY FROM the prying eyes of Falias, I leaned over my worn work table in the back room of O’Cleary Books. Under the globe of draíocht light, a small, battered fairy squirmed before me, wings torn and eyes squeezed shut in pain as I stitched him back together. He gripped a healing stone no larger than a ruby, but it was little more than a comfort. He still hissed and twitched with each stitch. Curses didn’t work on fairies—their bodies devoured draíocht like sugar. My stone did nothing more than take the edge off the searing pain, if anything at all. True to fairy form, he refused to lie down, fighting to remain on his feet through the hour-long mending. His skin was clammy, his knees shaking. I kept my hands ready to catch him if he passed out, though I would never admit how close he had come. His spirit was the only thing unbroken today. He had the heart of a warrior, but unfortunately, the breakable body of a chicken egg.

The usual intoxicating scent of aged paper and leather bindings, which had always enticed me to wander through the aisles stacked with dusty tomes, was now filled with the smell of infection. With my face mere inches from his body, the odor couldn’t be ignored. I could taste the poisons lingering in his cuts, as though he had carried the vile plant that had done him harm into my shop. The two incense burning in the small room were doing nothing more than watering my eyes.

“Ulster, please do come sooner next time. Your injuries are badly infected,” I said, dabbing at the weeping cuts along the trailing edge of his wing. “Another couple of hours, and I don’t think you’d have kept them. And where would that leave you? A flightless fairy in a world of giants is no place to be.”

He flinched as the tonic did exactly what it was meant to—eat away at all things toxic and unclean. With a sigh that told me he knew I was right. “I didn’t wish to be a bother. With the Legacy Festival coming up, you’re very busy with curses.”

“You’re never a bother,” I replied. “You’re one of my hunters. I need you at your utmost health. Without you, the mice would overtake my shop in days. Books and mice do not mix, and I trust no other to lead the fight as I do you.”

His cheeks flushed, and his grin meant everything to me. There was no fairy closer to my heart than Ulster.

“I will come sooner next time,” he said, squaring his shoulders.

Three years ago, I had healed Ulster, and in trade he hunted the mice that plagued my shop and kept watch during my many walks home in the dark. I gave him shelter and the occasional healing. In return, he gave me dozens of mouse bodies each morning. There were no fiercer hunters than fairies. He had even crafted a ten-foot fur rug from his kills, lining the center of the attic with it. It had once made me cringe, but I came to understand his need to display his work, however morbid it was. Being feared by those who could kill him was as important as being needed by those who would protect him. And over time, he found his place within my family, and we all grew quite fond of him.

On the other side of the table, Harlis—his nimble imp fingers steady and precise—stretched Ulster’s wing while I carefully patched a small tear in the membrane. The subtle downturn of Harlis’ lips betrayed the revulsion beneath his otherwise composed demeanor. Like me, he was sickened by the destruction that clung to the Sidhe like a plague. Wherever they walked, pain followed.

The Sidhe were cruel beyond measure. Since taking over the bookshop from my mother, I had helped hundreds of wee folk and those who wandered too close to the mounds. Every wound, bruise, and stitch had been tied to them in one way or another: exile, attacks, poisoned ground, or children turned away long before they could fend for themselves. The list of their brutalities was endless.

After a decade as a healer, the ache in my heart had dulled. Nothing the Sidhe did surprised me anymore. It felt like a betrayal to those still suffering, to have grown so numb that I rarely reacted. But crying healed no one.

“If you don’t hold still, I’m going to rip off your little wing,” I said, peering over the light.

“I’m sorry,” Ulster replied, red creeping into his angular face. “Our wings are quite sensitive. Your touch tickles.”

“My next touch may not be so pleasant if you don’t still yourself.” I had already repaired the wounds to his body and his other wing, and I was grateful to be nearly finished. I doubted he could take much more. “Now that we’re no longer fighting to keep your wings attached, how did this happen? Were you battling the street cats again?”

“Nothing nearly so brave,” he answered.

The last time he had come to my shop, it had been after a scuffle with an orange alley cat over a rat Ulster had slain with a sword no larger than my needle. The cat wanted an easy meal. Ulster wanted another addition to his rug. It hadn’t been worth a near-death fight—but then again, I wasn’t a fairy, and I wouldn’t be shamed for walking away from a dead mouse.

“I was in the forest beside the mounds,” he said quietly.

“Dear gods,” I muttered. “Why in the world were you in the Forest of Silver? You’re lucky to be alive—on foot or wing.” Both Harlis and I fixed him with stern looks.

“I heard a call for aid. I had to go. A fairy does not abandon the fallen. How could I face my brethren if I were a coward?”

“You’d face them alive,” I said gently, “with both wings intact.”

His eyes widened. “I’d rather be dead than be known as a yellow-bellied sapsucker.”

“You are a brave and honorable fairy,” Harlis said, cleaning the remaining blood from Ulster’s body. “But do be more careful next time. The forest is dangerous, even for the largest among us.”

Neither of us tried to lecture him further. Everyone already knew the mounds were a dark and deadly place. Repeating the warning would be wasted on ears that had learned firsthand just how horrible the mounds could be. For a fairy exiled from Tír na nÓg, Ulster knew that better than anyone.

I tested his wing, and after an approving nod from Harlis, Ulster was as good as he would get—and luckier than most. “There you go. Your draíocht should do the rest. The patches will dissolve overnight, and the salve will help speed up healing. If you’re still having trouble taking to the air, let me know, and we’ll see what else we can do.”

“Please stay away from the mounds until your wing can bear the full burden of flight,” Harlis added. “I do not want to see you walking through the cursed lands just yet.”

“As always, I am in your debt.” Ulster dipped his head and pulled a small blue rock from his satchel. “It is a stone from Tír na nÓg, used for hiding. It calls on the féth fíada—the veil the Sidhe use to enshroud themselves. Just prick your finger on the rock, and it will keep you hidden for several hours.”

“You know you don’t have to do this. But thank you.” I didn’t refuse his gift, though I already had a few dozen of these stones. I gave them to other draíocht who came for aid and needed to remain unseen until they were healed.

Harlis gathered the balls of cotton and fabric we had used to clean Ulster, placing them in a deep stone pestle and setting it alight to dispose of our traces. Helping those exiled from the Sidhe wasn’t forbidden—but it would spark gossip. No one living so close to the mounds looked kindly on anyone who aided those who belonged within them. And like any form of hate, gossip spread like disease. My family could not risk the consequences. It was one thing to sell curses in secret; it was another entirely to be known as a sympathizer. In Falias, the latter could ruin us.

“If you have a moment, I have a friend who needs attention,” Ulster said, jerking as he folded his wings painfully down his back.

“Of course. What seems to be the trouble?” I asked, assuming he would request a salve or draíocht stone.

“He is the reason I was near the mounds,” Ulster replied. “I have him tucked in the archway at your back door. He is badly injured. This is his first time away from Tír na nÓg. He has little interaction with the outside world and is nervous to be here. I believe he fears what you might do to him, knowing he remained in the mounds willingly until now.”

“I will go get him. No harm shall befall him here. The rule of a kingdom is not the fault of the powerless.” Harlis jumped off the table, scurrying through the back room without a sound. At only three feet tall, he moved like the wind, footsteps as quiet as dust settling. He opened a small hidden door along the back wall—used by draíocht and other cursed beings. The hiss that reached the room told me all I needed to know: Ulster’s friend was in worse shape than he had been.

Harlis returned with a fully nude knocker—a small gnome-like fae. His body was covered in bruises and dripping wounds, smelling as badly as Ulster had. “Come now. This is a place of healing, not suffering.”

I bent down, and the knocker jerked back. “My name is Fiadh O'Cleary.” I extended my hand slowly. “I give you my oath. I bring no harm and will do all I can to protect you within these walls. You will find no enemies here.”

He never would have taken me at my word or the word of his friend, not in a world that stepped on beings his size for no other reason than sport and the desire to. The fae lived and died on oaths alone, and without one, he’d have remained terrified and likely died, too scared to seek treatment, because of it. He stepped out from behind Harlis and reached for my hand. His fingers trembled. His hand was cold and sweaty. It wasn’t the wounds that broke my heart. It was his fear.

“Let’s get you off the floor so we can take a look,” I said, lifting him carefully into my hands and placing him on the table. I winced at the sight once he was under the light. “What is your name, sir?”

“I am no sir. I am simply Wren,” he replied. “I have no coin, no gold to pay you. I have... nothing.”

I swallowed my sadness. He was yet another in a long line of souls cast aside as if he were worthless. “Worry not, Mr. Wren. Perhaps one day you will help someone less fortunate, remembering the day I did the same for you.”

“Cursed cogon grass,” Harlis muttered, eyeing the slash marks along Wren’s body. It looked as if he had tried to run through the razor-sharp grass around the mounds. If the blades didn’t shred him, the toxins would have finished the job.

I passed Wren a small stone. “This will help you with healing and pain relief, but I fear it may not be as powerful as I’d like. Draíocht doesn’t work the same on you wee folk. Your bodies seem to gobble it up far too quickly.”

“Perhaps two would work better?” Ulster asked, gripping his friend’s hand. The pain etched on his face tugged at my heart.

“Two would relax him too much, risking his heart,” Harlis said. “I’ve nearly perfected a tonic, and hopefully, I’ll have something ready the next time you need it.”

“Knowing Ulster, he’ll need it tomorrow,” I added with a wink.

Harlis slid a small cushion across the table for Wren to lie on. Unlike Ulster, he sank onto it, shoulders slumped with exhaustion. Once settled, we set to work, cleaning his body and stitching the wounds. I didn’t know which troubled me more—his silence or the severity of his injuries. Most fae I had healed over the years flinched little, accustomed to pain. We turned Wren onto his front and repeated the process. He stayed still, eyes fixed on Ulster, suffering in silence. Ulster knelt beside him, whispering of adventures they would have once Wren healed: exploring the realm, battling alley cats, and taking on oversized mice. Each story grew more elaborate, keeping Wren calm in the face of agony.

While Harlis covered the knocker in salve, I dug out some small clothing he had taken to keeping in the back room of the bookstore. Fairies and pixies were the only ones who favored their birthing suits; the rest preferred not to linger in a state of undress. Harlis burned the cotton pieces used on Wren and helped him to his feet. He moved a little easier now, though the weight of the world seemed to press down on him. Some wounds couldn’t be seen—and those were always the worst.

While Harlis assisted him in dressing, I pulled bread, cheeses, and some sliced fruit from my bag and set them on the table. 

Wren’s smile was weak. “I am naturally gray, Miss Fiadh.”

“Please, just Fiadh. Let’s leave the honorifics and formalities to those who care about such things,” I replied. Harlis cleared his throat at my use of a mild curse, but I ignored him. The back room of O’Cleary Books was not public—it was my sanctuary. “While you may be naturally gray, it’s the fleshy pink in your face that worries me. Knockers aren’t usually the same color as I am, are they?”

“Female knockers turn a lighter shade of pink when they are with young,” he said, shrugging. “I suppose that’s not useful in my case.”

“I would love to learn more about knockers,” I said, “but for now, food will do more for you than teaching me about your people.”

“Do not trouble yourself,” Ulster said, pushing the food away. “You’ve done enough for us already.” 

“Enough of that talk. Please join us for a meal,” Harlis cut in. “It is impolite to decline a lady.”

“Enough of that. Please join us for a meal,” Harlis cut in. “It is impolite to decline a lady.”

They sat immediately, eyeing the imp. Harlis was a kind soul, but his black, barky flesh made him seem as if he had been spat out of the pits of hell, ready for a fight. His nearly all-pupil eyes could make the heaviest stare feel like a nightmare. I was used to it, but others thought twice about dismissing him.

I spread the food while Harlis jumped to the bookshelf, retrieving a small bottle of wine from his stash. I put out two glasses and two small vials. One sip of the demon-berry wine and the knots in my neck and shoulders loosened. Harlis always kept a wine hideaway in the back for evenings like these.

“Where will you be staying, young Wren?” Harlis asked, taking his seat between our two guests. “With wounds like yours, I may need to attend to another cleansing.”

Wren stared at the table, his eyes watering. “I’ve no home, Mr. Harlis.”

“He has been exiled,” Ulster explained. “This morning, he was caught providing ointments to a human outside the mounds. Stripped of title and left for dead in the fields.”

I cringed. His fall from the graces of his people must have been brutal, both physically and emotionally. Any who broke their laws were made examples of in the most painful ways. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

Wren blinked away tears. “I will return tomorrow at a time suitable for you, if you wish.”

“Nonsense. You will stay,” Harlis said firmly. “You can remain here until you are strong enough to be on your own.”

“I cannot impose.”

“You’re not,” I replied. “But you must keep everything you see and hear a secret. Many souls depend on your silence. Do no harm to any of us, and you may stay as long as you like.” 

“I give you my oath of silence and honor,” he replied.

“Ulster, you and I will get him settled in the attic,” Harlis said. “I believe there is only room for a few more after this.”

“Is there space to expand up there?” I asked.

“Not much,” Ulster replied. “Perhaps we can move some storage in the coming days. The cellar might be an option?”

“I don’t want you moving anything until you’re healed,” I answered. “I’ll check tomorrow morning and see what can be done. I’ll ask Vys when I get home later—there may be space in the rafters at our house.”

“Your house goblin is a greedy space hog,” Harlis said. “Let me bring him treats before you ask him to give up space. He’s much more agreeable with chocolate in his hands.”

While I considered how to house more wee folk without being discovered, Harlis questioned Wren and Ulster about the mounds. He could extract information from anyone with ease. They spoke casually, while Harlis gathered details no one could get outside.

Once we finished eating, Harlis helped Ulster and Wren into the attic while I cleaned up. I burned the last of the cotton balls and leaned against the table, letting my anger rise. Harlis and I had spent the last decade helping all creatures of the gods—fae, spectra, ghosts, goblins, humans alike. I had been taught that every being deserved kindness. Yet my community thought differently, so we worked in secret, in the back room of the bookshop. Harlis, older than my nine and ten years, had been healing innocents alongside my family for decades. Four generations of O’Clearys had been healers and cursers on these lands. We had rescued more wee folk from the mounds than I could count. Whatever the cost, I would never regret answering the call of those in need. Helping others was in my blood.

I pulled out one of the two family grimoires we kept, The Cost of Curses, and turned to the section on healing. The book responded to my draíocht instantly, warming in my hands. Had it been anyone else, it would have remained closed; all others saw only blank pages. I found my records on fairies, noting the speed of infection and the treatments that worked, then moved to the small section on knockers. I jotted a few observations about healing techniques and skin coloration when with young. I felt a thrill at the prospect of learning more from Wren, hoping the knowledge might help me refine a few curses for the wee folk.

With a satisfied smile, I closed the book. As the family curser, I would one day pass these grimoires to one of my children. Harlis, of course, would prefer I have children soon, but thankfully, he didn’t hold the same beliefs as the rest of society. He respected that I would decide if, when, and whom I would marry. I was grateful I’d never been paraded before society like a prized pig to be bid upon. Had imps embraced the same inequality as the rest of Éire, I would have been married the moment someone of “worth” showed interest.

I shook off my dreary thoughts of the future and ill will toward the Sidhe and pulled out ingredients Harlis had requested for a tonic he was preparing for my mother. Just as I finished arranging his workstation, he hopped onto the table, shaking his head and cursing the fae in a string of words that raised the hairs on my arms. Harlis was slow to temper, but tonight, he was boiling. He paced back and forth, slowly willing his anger away. He had far better control over his emotions than I did; once I blew my top, it took a full meltdown to calm me.

“The poor creature is devastated,” Harlis whispered, his voice low so the rafters wouldn’t carry it. “For offering aid to a mother with a sick child, he lost his home, his family, and his titles. Everything is gone because he has a kind soul.” 

“Kindness in the Sidhe is courting death,” I replied.

Harlis began mixing the tonic, his joy returning as he worked. I followed his instructions, spooning herbs and powders into the bowl, careful to respect the precision he demanded. He had taught me to be meticulous with curses and tonics alike, and every step mattered.

“This world is cruel enough. Why others enjoy making it worse is beyond me. To hell with the mounds, and to hell with the pale ones.”

“I would say the place is hell, and all those inside are doing its bidding,” I countered. “Thank you for helping me tonight. I know you had foraging plans.”

He patted my hand. “Of course, Fiadh. I am always here for you. I can collect herbs under the moon any night, but my place will always be at your side when you need me.”

“I have to pass the church on my way home tonight. I’ll collect church mold and graveyard dirt for you.” I shivered at the thought. The Bone District was never pleasant, but for Harlis, I’d endure it.

“That would be most appreciated,” he said. “With the Legacy coming up, fresh wards are needed.”

I groaned at the mention of the festival but kept my snide remarks to myself. I hated everything about the Legacy. It was death knocking at our doors, nothing more. I closed my eyes, shaking off the heavy cloak of worry the fae had draped over me.

Harlis straightened his shoulders and returned to work, joy returning as he did what he loved: helping others rather than stewing over why they needed help. He began mixing his tonic, making soft noises each time he added an ingredient. I followed his instructions, spooning in herbs and liquids while he ground seeds into powders and poured them in. We had spent the morning collecting herbs, with him showing me how to select the finest leaves and rarest roots, ensuring each piece was of the highest quality. Every step was purposeful, guided by draíocht. Harlis was strict when it came to mixing a curse. Since my mother’s illness had worsened, he had become my teacher in the art of curses.

From his personal stock on the shelves, Harlis added a few shavings and powders he would never divulge. His stash was secret, and I had never been brave enough to peek. Nosy cursers didn’t last long—many learned that lesson far too late.

“Have you found a curse for your mam yet?” Harlis asked. “She is getting worse.”

I shook my head, stirring her tonic counterclockwise. One sip would calm her, but it wouldn’t cure the deeper wounds. “I see her sinking slowly, but all I’ve found only works after she’s cured herself of her drinking. So far, there’s no cure for a broken heart. She must heal herself before we can curse the bottle from her lips. Until then, she’ll remain lost to sauce and sorrow.”

“Do not give up hope. We’ll find a way.”

I lowered my spoon. “If you’ve exhausted every known curse, then perhaps there simply isn’t one. You know more than the entire Milesian council. If even you come up empty, we’ve hit a dead end. Perhaps a spell might...”

Harlis’ head shot up. “A spell? You would risk your soul on a spell? Your mam wouldn’t want that, no matter how lost she may be.” 

“No. Spells never keep their promises. They take more than they ever give. The price is always higher than that of a curse. We do not dabble in them for a reason—they are dark, deadly, and demand payment we cannot afford,” he said firmly.

My shoulders slumped. “I would give anything to have her back.”

“But she would never allow you to trade your soul for hers. I will see if there are healing rituals long forgotten, or perhaps a curse I’ve yet to learn,” he said. I didn’t voice my doubts. Harlis was older than sin itself; no curse had evaded him.

I let the thought go. Spells were off-limits, and I knew it the moment the idea left my lips. Still, I had hoped this once he might make an exception.

“Does the energy feel off to you?” I asked, rubbing the scar on my right wrist. My hands tingled as the Éire knot thrumming faintly. “I’ve felt an unusual stain in the air for days. It’s only growing stronger. I feel it in my curse mark.”

I rubbed the mark, quieting its pulse. It was the mark of an Éire knot that had kept my Milesian draíocht muted and under control. When I arrived nine and ten years ago, I came into this world in a fit of storms and wind and with each passing moment, I grew in power. My wails brought down trees and cracked the foundations of buildings. My tears shook the ground and burst the windows. The curse was placed on me by my mother, just as her mother had done to her. Nearly every first-born female in our line had been cursed until they came of Milesian age. Only once I mastered control would the mark be removed. A moment too soon could kill me, consumed by draíocht.

“The energy has been unusual for several days,” he answered. “I’ve spoken to several others who say the same.”

“Do you know what’s causing it?”

“Some believe too much travel along the roads to Ifreann,” he replied. “But you know how they explain everything—from bad weather to frayed clothes to bats dropping from the sky. Superstitions run wild.” 

“Hell is their reasoning for everything from bad weather to frayed clothes to a bat dropping from the sky. People are stitious about the oddest of things. What do you believe is the reason?”

He smiled. He enjoyed it when I depended on his thoughts over all others. Harlis had proven himself to be wise and trustworthy over the years, something I’d not take for granted. When he spoke, I listened. “I agree with you. Something isn’t quite right. Draíocht is too thick in the air. Something or someone is causing a surge in our energies. But what I’m feeling is too unfamiliar for me to guess. It feels like the brink before a spell is cast, the moment after a curse is set. Yet, there’s something more to it that I can’t quite put my finger on.”

“It felt similar last year, around this time, only not this prickly.”

“Oíche Bealtaine is a powerful day, both for draíocht and emotion. The Legacy celebrations cause a lot of strong feelings to rise to the surface. It is possible to have an increase in those calling for power from the goddesses, as some people are speculating, but I doubt that is the cause of all we can feel in the air. It’s far too desperate and dark for that,” he answered. 

“Could someone be casting spells?” I asked.

“The energy is off around the clock, and no one in Falias has draíocht to cast like that. Until we know for certain, let us hope it is neither Ifreann nor realm trouble. I would sooner deal with wayward spells than either of those.”

The front door bells jingled, and Harlis stopped mixing, going eerily still. Being caught with an imp wouldn’t be good for business. They were seen as curses, a bad omen. Whenever someone came into my shop, Harlis and those in the attic hid for fear of being spotted. Gods forbid I was caught with one. Even with peace among us, consorting with our once enemy was frowned upon. Making curses with one would have closed our doors for good, even though half of Falias had purchased a curse or two from me over the years.

Harlis tilted his head, his face filling with the kind of smile reserved for those he held in his heart. “Worry not. It is Roisin.”

Harlis continued his work while I cleaned my hands and went to the front, shutting the backdoor behind me. Roisin was waiting at the counter, thumbing her fingers through one of the books I had been reading earlier today. On her shoulder sat the sack of green, white and orange flowers I had requested from the edge of the forest of no return. Although many would use only the white flowers, the three colors drew on the protection gifted to Éire from the goddess. I was never one to muck around with curses or tweak them for ease. I stayed with the tried and tested methods of my ancestors and Harlis. Anything less would create a curse I hadn’t intended. That was not a nightmare I wanted to deal with.

“What little curses are you working on this evening?” she asked, looking up from the book. Her brilliant blue eyes glittered as she smiled. “Lust potions? Suitor guarantees?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m making a curse for nosy sisters. Perhaps you’ll wake up tomorrow without any hair or a wart the size of your toe on your nose.”

“If a single wart appears, I’ll burn your bookshop to the ground.” 

“Our bookshop,” I corrected, but she dismissed the comment as she always did. She had no desire to be locked away with books. She saw it as a punishment. I saw it as a reward.

I had been running the bookshop since our mother had taken a turn for the worse, far too deep in the bottle and grief to notice we had no food on the table. While I loved the books and found them to be a haven from home, it was what I did in the back that kept our coin purses full. I sold curses and salves, tonics and ointments, protection spells and amulets. It was something I enjoyed with the same vigor as Roisin did with her passions. While I cursed, Roisin trained to become a Legacy. She would stand in during the Legacy celebrations, guard our realm against those who wished us harm and would pay special attention to the mounds and any who stepped into our realm. While we each took two different paths, we did the same thing in the end. Sheltered our community and protected those we could. 

A small twinge of disappointment rose up, thinking that neither of us should have had to give up our childhoods because my mother had lost her way. I swallowed it down, not wanting to burden my sister with my anger.

Roisin plunked her bag on the counter. “You know I don’t like going into the Forest of Silver. It feels too close to stealing from the Sidhe.”

“The flowers grow around the mounds. It’s not theft if we were the ones who planted them on our land,” I countered. “Did you find any mushroom rings when you were out?”

“No. I asked the other Legacies as well, and nothing is amiss,” she answered. “Our draíocht may be different, Fiadh, but not so much that I can’t feel the fae if they’re near. I’ve spent the last week along the border and can’t feel anything different.”

“Perhaps, but I’ve seen some pretty big fae out of the mounds, and they shouldn’t be able to leave their territory at all,” I said, hoping you’d listen to my warnings. “I don’t have a good feeling. When you’re training next, please keep a watch for them. There are far too many whispers and strange behaviors for it to not be the Sidhe doing as they always have. Meddle.”

She nodded. I watched her fight to not roll her eyes. She didn’t have the same mistrust in the pale ones as I did, but she also didn’t see the destruction they caused like I did. She hadn’t stitched up the broken bodies of the wee folk or buried those that didn’t make it. I saw firsthand what they did for sport, not to mention what they did out of hate. After a couple of years as a Legacy Guard, her opinion would change. I was certain of it.

Roisin poked at the bag. “You know, some fae would be insulted you still make protection ash against their kind.” 

“One would be a fool to fully trust those who hunted us for decades,” I answered. “Just because they’re not killing us in droves anymore doesn’t mean they’ve forgotten that they like the taste of our flesh.”

“You spend too much time alone. You’re growing morbid.”

A tingle rolled down my arms. I turned toward the back room. “Harlis, eavesdropping is beneath you.” 

“I would do no such thing. I simply didn’t wish to interrupt you.” Harlis slinked out from behind a bookshelf. “Roisin, you look lovely as always.”

“Harlis, how are you on this fine evening?” Roisin grinned. She had loved all the creatures and critters we gave sanctuary to as much as I did. Most came and went once they were strong enough, but Harlis had remained with us since our great-grandmother’s days. He wasn’t just another creature to be healed. He was part of our family and she loved him as though he were blood.

“I am most excellent. Where are you off to, dressed so finely?” he asked. Although it was a rather innocuous question, Harlis kept tabs on us both without our notice. I was sure he already knew what Roisin’s plans were.

“I’m going for dinner with Julian,” she said, beaming. 

Harlis cringed and straightened quickly. But we had noticed. “You be careful out there.”

“You as well, my fine imp,” she answered and passed the bag of flowers to him. Harlis carried them to the back to begin making ash of protection. Roisin leaned forward with a frown. “Why doesn’t he like Julian?”

I shrugged. “Harlis doesn’t like anyone if that helps.”

“Has he said anything to you?” 

“He hasn’t mentioned disliking him. Merely, he doesn’t trust him, or anyone else for that matter.”

“He trusts you and me and mother.”

“Me, you, and mam are not just anyone to Harlis. He loves us unconditionally. He’s been with our family for generations. Our line has shown that we can be trusted. We’ve done nothing to prove otherwise. Julian, on the other hand, is new. He hasn’t earned trust from anyone but you.” I glanced at Harlis, looking back over his shoulder. He shut the door to the back room without a sound. “You could always just ask him, you know.”

“Would he tell me if Julian had ever been cruel to him?”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t worry too much about that. He may be small, but his wrath is mighty. He knows more curses than all the books in this shop combined. I doubt many are brave enough to be unkind to an imp.”

“Julian is important to me. Can you talk to Harlis for me?”

“What do you want me to say? Not even I really know Julian.”

“Please? In any other situation, Julian would approach mam with his intentions, but...”

I nodded. She didn’t need to finish her sentence. No one would be talking to our mother about anything. Her moments of clarity were too few to count on. “What are his intentions?”

“He wishes to ask for us to bind when I am of age,” she answered. 

My eyes widened with surprise, the looking making her grin. “So soon?” 

“I’ve known him for a few years, Fiadh. It is not soon, compared to the other ladies in Falias, who barely speak to their husbands before their ceremony.” She motioned to the back room. “Please talk to him. He is our caomhnóir, the guardian of our family since mother is unable to. His blessing means everything to me.”

“Harlis would feel proud to hear you say that,” I said, knowing how hard he worked at keeping our family together. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Thank you.” She visibly relaxed. “Are you coming out later? We’re going to start preparing for the Oíche Bealtaine Festival. A group of us are meeting up in the Town Center. You should come.”

I shook my head. “Absolutely not. The Legacy Tribute is morbid. To celebrate the death of thousands at the hands of the Sidhe touches too close to cursing the fallen.”

“The celebration is about the end of the Wild Hunt and war. No one is celebrating death.”

“If you think, for one moment, the fae do not revel in our demise, past, or future, you are being foolish.” This was an ongoing bone of contention between us. I did not believe in giving the fae an inch. Roisin thought enough rope to hang us with was just fine, that I should trust the peace and oaths between our people. My trusting the fae was never going to happen. “That you’re even participating in the Legacy Tribute this year makes my stomach churn.”

“It’s an honor to have been chosen to represent our line. It is my duty to pay tribute to those who fought to their deaths for us. Without them, none of us would even be here,” she answered. “I know you don’t agree, but there aren’t many families left who come from a pure Milesian bloodline. It is my sworn obligation as a draíocht of such purity to protect my people. I wish you would understand that.”

Roisin had been training to become a Legacy Guard since I could remember. That she was accepted into the ranks would have made both our parents proud. But one was gone to the drink, and the other was dead, leaving me to be the only one to be proud of her. I knew I should have been happier, but I wasn’t. I hated the idea of her fighting fae and man alike. It killed me inside to know she would be in danger every time she put on her uniform. Once she was out there, on her own, and I couldn’t protect her. I wouldn’t be there to save her. 

“I don’t like it,” I said, choking down the heat from my words. “I’m scared for you.”

“And I don’t like that you mix illegal curses all day and could be imprisoned for it. But I understand why you do it, and I don’t condemn you for it. You have your reasons for your work, and I have mine.”

I dropped my shoulders. Roisin was younger than I was by nearly a year, but I still felt protective of her. In my mind, she was still a child, and I wanted to shelter her from the harsh realities of the world. If only because I had wished for someone to have done the same for me. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve never trusted the Sidhe, but I trust you. I trust in your purpose as you do in mine.”

“Say you’ll come watch the Legacy? Just the opening ceremony? Please? It’s my first year as a Legacy Guard. I’d like to have a family member present for my pinning.”

“Maybe,” I finally answered and caved to the pitiful look on her face. “I’ll be there for the opening, but definitely not for the events. I can’t stomach the reenactments.” 

“What about Oíche Bealtaine? If you come to the festival, I’ll buy you an iced cone. Just once, I’d like for you to share in something I believe in,” she said and I sighed. She had been trying to get me to come to one for years, and each year, I said no. “Come for the first night. Julian and his brother will be there.”

The thought of spending time with Julian’s brother raised the hair on the back of my neck. I didn’t like the idea of going to the Oíche Bealtaine and liked it even less now. “You know I feel uncomfortable around Killian. There’s something about him that makes me uneasy.”

“Everyone makes you uneasy, Faidh,” she said with an eye roll. “You’re punishing yourself by ignoring your needs. Have you ever stopped to think that your reactions to him are merely your body responding to your desire not to be alone? There is nothing troublesome about him that either you or I have managed to find. Don’t drive a good man away because you can find fault in even our gods. When a handsome suitor knocks, try answering for once.”

I shook my head. “Good night, Roisin.”

“You’re too young to be a spinster.” Her laughter filled the shop with a sound that sparked pure joy in my heart.

“Be careful out there. There’s trouble in the air, and neither Harlis nor those he’s spoken to know what’s causing it.”

“It’s like this every year, but I will be careful,” she answered. She hugged me and kissed my cheek. “I’ll see you at home later on.”

Roisin was off with a bounce in her step. She was much more social than I was and always had some ball or party she was attending while I looked forward to my books and silence. I wasn’t going to grow into a spinster. I already was one. But unlike most ladies, who thought being a maid was a death sentence, I unapologetically savored the sweet taste of solitude and liberation. The freedom of choosing to be separate from society and its expectations, relishing in the company of myself while rejecting the pressures to conform, sounded like winning at life. We all have our priorities, and mine included not being trotted out like a cow at auction.

Harlis came out of the back room with my delivery basket full of curses. “You’re all set for tonight.”

“Thank you, Harlis. I don’t know what I would do without you.” I pulled five coins from my purse and tried to hand them to him. That would be half of what I would collect tonight from the orders. He shook his head as he usually did. He had not once accepted, but it would have been rude to not offer to pay him for his services. Not only because he was an imp did I offer, but one should never take another for granted. 

“The shop is yours until daybreak,” I said. “Do you want me to set out your meal for the evening before I leave?”

“Not tonight, but thank you. I still have much to do before I take my supper,” he replied. He passed me a small glass vial. “I finished all the tonics for your mam. It’ll help her sleep and keep her away from her bottles of tears for the rest of the night. I have a week’s supply in the back.”

“Thank you.” I put it in my pocket and dropped down. He climbed onto my thighs and hugged me. 

“You are too strong to be on your knees, Fiadh,” he said, pulling back and lifting a tear from my cheek. He licked the tear from his finger in true imp fashion. It was a show of love and one I cherished. He did all he could to eat my pain.

“Some nights, it’s hard to go home. I’m scared of who I will find when I get there. Will it be my mother, or will it be a woman lost to the bottle, angry at the world for taking my father from her?”

“Your mam is in there, hiding from her pain. Love her through this. We will find a way to bring her to dry land once again.”

I huffed a small laugh. Harlis could see the light in the darkest of moments. He always chose to try, unwilling to give up in any situation. “Thank you for never giving up. I think I would have, years ago, had it not been for you.”

“It will take my death for me to slumber on my duties,” he answered. “If your mam is difficult tonight, call on me, and I will come and send her into a deeper slumber.”

“You are too kind. I appreciate all you do for us.”

“And I appreciate the home and love you’ve given me.” He jumped off my legs. “Up you go before you catch a draft. I am here if you need me.”

I breathed out my sadness and stood with my basket. I squared my shoulders and put on my brave face, the one that said all was well and I didn’t have a nightmare waiting at home for me. 

“Before I go, Roisin asked is I would speak to you about Julian.”

“I heard your conversation.”

“And?”

He clasped his hands and took a moment to respond. He must really dislike the man if he didn’t have a polite answer at the ready. “I would request Julian and I sit down for a conversation before I weigh in on Roisin’s future. I will be able to better assess his true intentions with him sitting before me.”

“Has he done anything for you to mistrust him? Even I can see how much you dislike him whenever he is near or his name comes up.”

“No one has my complete trust when it comes to you or Roisin. You both are powerful draíocht. You have station, status, business, and come from a good family name. I must protect you both as best I can,” he answered. “I will speak with Julian, and that is all I can agree to until then.”

“Thank you. Roisin will be happy to hear of it.” 

I picked my book off the counter and pulled back my draíocht from the shop, extinguishing the globes of light. I took one last look at a bookstore once loved deeply by my mother, passed down to her by my grandmother. I had been born in the back room into the hands of Harlis. I spent years at the counter, learning curses while selling books to those who had the same desire to learn as I did. I healed my first pixie at the scarred table I still used in the back. She was the first I tucked into the walls to hide from those who wished the wee folk harm. I had my first kiss down the aisle that housed books on wicked plants and toxic flowers. The walls of O’Cleary Books had more fond memories than home. Like those I gave sanctuary to, I knew what it felt like to feel lost in a world far too big for the likes of me. 

With a sigh, I turned my shop sign over. See you tomorrow. I sent up a prayer to the Goddess of Hope that I would return in the morning without puffy eyes from crying. When my mother had a rough night in her bottles, I carried that grief with me through the night and into the shop come sun up. 

“Good night, Harlis,” I said and left the shop in the hands of the most capable of imps. 
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Chapter Two
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Trust Not in the Honeyed Tongue of a Stranger
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Trust not in the honeyed tongue of a stranger,

for a kind word can hide a wicked heart.

Appearances can be as deceiving 

as the devil himself.

- The Cost of Curses, 

Book One of the O’Clearly Grimoires

––––––––
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THE CRISP EVENING air of the coming spring soothed the turmoil inside my soul. My stomach had been clenched into knots until I stepped outside and drank down the night in lungfuls. Scents of newly sprouted flowers and herbs filled my chest with a hint of sweets from the markets. Further up the road, the excited buzz of draíocht flowing out of the Cursed Corridor caressed my skin. Although this time of year brought about the Legacy and my ill feelings toward it, I loved spring and the new beginnings it represented. Me and Harlis would spend hours foraging for roots and mushrooms, and the herbs and berries that he used in his tonics and salves. The lessons he would teach me along the way about curses and cures were some of my fondest memories. My back window would fill with drying bundles, and my shelves would restock until the next new beginning. It was the only time of year my mind didn’t go to mush with thoughts of my mother. I was usually far too busy to fall into the slump of what-the-hell-do-I-do-now? But, come the end of the night, when my work was done and I could no longer avoid it, my mind always wandered back down that dark and familiar road, back into the waiting arms of there-is-nothing-that-can-be-done-foolish-girl. 

The thoughts of going home and not knowing which version of my mother would be greeting me nearly washed away with the spring breeze. But, like all pain of the soul, it held on, the thoughts merely tucked away for later, for when I would be standing in front of our home, forced to face them. That was the hard truth about grief. It sat like a layer of dust on the heart. It didn’t matter how much cleaning one did. It came back over and over. Once the wound was there, the scar of it remained until the last breath. And I had far too many scars for a girl of nine and ten. My soul was haunted by them.

For years, I had watched my mother slowly sink deeper and deeper into her bottles, lost to the numbness only the drink could provide. It was devastating to watch every single minute of every single day. To be able to curse a soul from a body, mend shattered bones with a single touch, repair torn-off wings with cursed twine, but have no power to save my own blood from drowning herself in spirits and sadness drove me daily to find a way out for her. But there wasn’t one. Her grip on the bottle was more powerful than my draíocht. I dreaded the day I stopped my search. That meant she either died in her drink or I had given up. Both possibilities hurt my soul to think of. Although I prayed for her nightly, I doubted my pleas reached the ears of our gods. Or maybe they had, but my mother’s voice had been louder.

I wondered if the gods had this in mind when they answered her prayers over mine. The constant cycle of unpredictability, swings of anger, broken promises, missed meals, and a lost childhood had created a wound so deep I couldn’t see over the edges. Most nights, I crawled into bed feeling lost and drained, having dealt with another one of her episodes before doing the chores she was too heavy in drink to do, only to wake up the next day and start all over again. I longed for when I would have normalcy and stability in my life, in my sister’s life, but the bottle-induced chaos that surrounded my family shattered any semblance of hope I once had. 

Knowing I was unable to save her from herself was a heavy burden, but one I carried without hesitation. I didn’t want my sister to feel the same strain as I did. She was going to be someone, and I had worked my fingers to the bone to make sure she would become more than a caretaker of someone soaked in spirits. In a few short days, Roisin would be a fully pinned Legacy Guard. She would leave the chaos of the O’Cleary house and that’s all I cared about now—her future, her happiness, her success. She deserved to hold her dreams in the palm of her hand and live the life I had worked hard to ensure. Roisin was my glimmer of hope that sometimes the gods were watching and rewarding those who had sacrificed the most and prayed the hardest. For Roisin, I would have suffered the greatest had the gods asked it of me. For Roisin, I would be the caretaker of a lushed woman of the wines, who hated the world and everyone in it.

I stared up at the stars, wishing I could let go of my anger for just one night. I didn’t deserve to punish myself with it. I shook out my arms and released the tension in my jaw and shoulders. If I couldn’t seek out or enjoy moments of happiness, what was the point of any of this? 

I moved my shop sign behind the blooming bush at the front door and gave my leatherbound oasis one last look. The red bricks were weathered but added the kind of charm a bookstore needed. Everything about O’Cleary Books beckoned lovers of the written word from near and far. The façade still held the elaborate details that were hand-carved by my great-grandfather, reminding me of where I got my love for reading. The faded signage I had refused to replace still hung beside the front doors. It had been carved by my grandfather to replace his father’s and painted by my grandmother. I couldn’t bring myself to put a new one up. Some roots were meant to stay forever. They told stories of days long past by people who were no longer here to tell their own. Aged vines, planted by my mother as a child, crept along the brick walls, adding a touch of magic no matter the season, while the soft glow of iron lanterns cast a warm refuge for small critters and wee folk looking for shelter. It wasn’t just a sanctuary for me. It was a place where stories came to life and those I cherished had gathered. One day, I prayed my mother would be well enough to return. She had loved the shop more than I ever could. 

I squared my shoulders before turning heel for my deliveries, always done late at night, without the risk of neighbors seeing a curser on the doorsteps next to them. Although nearly everyone in Falias had visited my back room, shame and secrecy still made our little town churn. Falis was many things for many people, but hard on the soul was commonplace for all. It was as unforgiving as it was magical. As punishing as it was bountiful. As hard as it could be for some of us, rarely did any of us leave. 

Falias was nestled into the rolling hills of Éire. If you could ignore the deadly mounds of the Sidhe holding us in a scoop, it was beautiful. Some say Falias had been carved into the earth by the gods. The history books said differently. Falias had been built over decades of war with the Sidhe. Each ancient building had once housed the dead and dying, the wounds still stained the mortar between the stones. These grounds had been the last stand against the pale ones and wore the scars in every way. Over the long-faded bruises that built the town, the beauty of our community shone. With thatched roofed cottages in the hills, brick homes lining the streets, lanterns made of iron, and old-as-sin stone buildings, Falias had a sense of welcoming and instant belonging that could only be found in communities built upon the bones of complete sacrifice. The winding cobblestone streets were lined with layers of memories from generations long past, but not forgotten. 

I took to those cobblestone streets with an eager bounce in my step. I was going to the one place in Falias that I loved almost as much as our quaint little bookshop. O’Cleary Books was on the edge of the Marketplace, close enough to the Cursed Corridor that I could hear the music and laughter rolling down the road and filling the now darkened market. Each stone I stepped on made my smile widen. Every corner of our community told a story, but the Corridor held tales I wanted to hear over and over again. The very energy in the air made me feel alive and on fire. It captured the very essence of what it meant to be Milesian, what it meant to have draíocht filling our souls. 

I entered the Cursed Corridor through a dark stone archway with wide eyes and a grin. This was where you could find anything from chickens for sacrifice to bones of the dead, and it was only lively at night. The dark markets stayed open until nearly dawn and didn’t reopen until early evening. The only thing you couldn’t find in their markets and booths were genuine Milesian curses. The Milesian Council frowned on wild curses and regulated the use of legalized ones. But curses permitted by the Council had come at a cost not many could pay. Which is why my little back room stayed busy. There were only a handful of us who were willing to go against the Council, and each one of us specialized in a different type of curse. I only supplied cures for healing and protection. I did not brave those calling for death or destruction. They leaned too close to spells. 

I sighed the moment I stood in the beating heart of the Corridor, as though a weight had been lifted off my chest. The air was filled with chaotic energy, excitement, laughter, conversation, music, and charm. Every corner in this section of town radiated magic, figurately and literally. I could feel it dancing along my
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