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  Chapter one
The Curse


Fiona moved through the dim cottage with practiced grace, her slender fingers dipping into a clay bowl of crushed feverfew and willow bark. The air hung heavy with the scent of damp straw and the sharp tang of herbs, a familiar comfort amid the village's growing unease. She pressed the poultice gently to old Marta’s brow, murmuring soft words of reassurance as the elderly woman shivered beneath threadbare blankets. “Rest now. The worst will pass by dawn if the gods are kind.” 
Outside, the wind whispered through the crooked oaks that ringed the village, carrying the faint echo of distant howls. Fiona straightened, brushing a strand of auburn hair from her pale cheek, her piercing green eyes scanning the small room where three others lay afflicted. She had tended them since sunrise, mixing salves and whispering the old healing chants her grandmother had taught her. The sickness had crept in slowly at first, a cough here, a rash there. Now it clung like fog, and the villagers whispered of curses older than the stones in the square.
She stepped outside into the gray afternoon light, pulling her cloak tighter against the chill. The path to the next hut wound past shuttered windows and wary eyes peering from cracks. Fiona nodded to those who dared greet her, her voice steady even as dread coiled in her stomach. “I’ll return with more root tea before nightfall,” she promised a mother clutching a feverish child. Each step carried the weight of her role, the village healer who never turned away a plea, yet the growing number of afflicted left her hands aching and her mind racing with questions she dared not voice.
By the time she reached the central well, her basket was nearly empty. Fiona paused to refill her waterskin, the cool liquid a brief balm on her skin. Villagers clustered in small groups, their voices low and urgent. She caught fragments as she passed: talk of black veins spreading beneath the skin, of shadows that lingered too long after dusk. One man spat into the dirt, muttering about the ancient pact the village had long forgotten. Fiona’s pulse quickened. She had heard such murmurs before, but today they carried a sharper edge, as if the curse itself listened.
Her own cottage came into view at last, its thatched roof sagging under the weight of recent rains. Fiona pushed open the door, expecting the quiet warmth of Rowan’s presence. Instead, silence greeted her. She set her basket down and called his name, her voice echoing softly. “Rowan? I’ve brought fresh mint for your tea.” No answer came. A prickle of unease crept up her spine as she moved deeper into the room.
She found him in the back chamber, bent over the hearth as if stoking the fire. His tall frame, once broad-shouldered and strong, looked diminished even from behind. Fiona approached, reaching out to touch his arm. “You should be resting, love. The fields can wait another day.”
Rowan turned, his warm brown eyes clouded with pain he tried to hide. A faint smile tugged at his lips, but it faltered quickly. “I’m fine, Fiona. Just a chill from the morning air. Nothing your hands can’t fix.” He straightened, but the motion seemed to cost him. Sweat beaded on his dark hairline despite the cool room.
She studied him closely, her healer’s gaze noting the subtle tremor in his hands. “Let me check your pulse at least.” Her fingers brushed his wrist, and she froze. Dark, vein-like marks had begun to creep up from beneath his sleeve, faint but unmistakable, like ink spreading through water. They pulsed faintly, almost alive, and carried a chill that seeped into her own skin.
“Rowan,” she whispered, her voice tight. “When did these appear?”
He glanced down, surprise flashing across his face before he pulled his arm away. “It’s nothing. A bruise from lifting the plow. They’ll fade.” But even as he spoke, the marks darkened, spreading visibly toward his elbow. His knees buckled without warning, and he collapsed to the floor with a heavy thud, a groan escaping his lips.
Fiona dropped beside him, her heart pounding. She rolled him gently onto his back, pressing her ear to his chest. His breathing came shallow, labored. The cursed marks now stretched across his collarbone, glowing with a sickly violet hue that matched no natural ailment she knew. “Stay with me,” she urged, her hands moving over his chest in frantic patterns, seeking any pulse of warmth or life she could channel. “Rowan, look at me. You can’t leave me like this.”
His eyes fluttered open, clouded with confusion and pain. “Fiona… it burns. Like something’s inside.” The words rasped out, and then he went limp again, the marks flaring once before settling into an ominous stillness.
She worked through the afternoon and into the evening, applying every salve and chant she possessed. Nothing eased the marks. They resisted her touch, almost mocking her efforts. As twilight deepened the shadows in the cottage, Fiona sat back on her heels, her auburn hair falling loose around her face. Dread settled heavy in her chest, but beneath it burned a fierce determination. She would not lose him to whatever ancient malice gripped the village.
Outside, the wind rose again, carrying whispers that seemed to seep through the walls. She had heard the elders speak of forgotten pacts and vengeful spirits when the sickness first spread, but she had dismissed them as superstition. Now, with Rowan marked and unconscious on their bed, those hints took root. The village itself felt cursed, its people slowly unraveling under a power older than memory.
Fiona rose and lit a single candle, its flame casting long shadows across the room. She placed a cool cloth on Rowan’s forehead, her fingers lingering on his cheek. “I won’t let this take you,” she said softly, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. “Whatever it costs, I’ll find the cure. Even if it means seeking what lies beyond the village bounds.”
She paced the small space, her mind racing through forbidden tomes she had glimpsed in secret, tales of pacts and familiars that could break curses at a price. The thought sent a shiver through her, but her resolve only hardened. Rowan’s chest rose and fell in uneven rhythm, the marks a stark reminder of time slipping away. Fiona’s green eyes narrowed with purpose. She would tend the village sick as always, but her true path now lay elsewhere, in the shadows where desperation met the unknown.
Night fell fully, and still she watched over him, her thoughts turning darker with each passing hour. The village curses were no longer rumor. They had come for her home, and she would meet them head-on.






  
  Chapter two
Summoning


Fiona waited until the last candle in the village had guttered out before she slipped from her cottage. Rowan lay still on the bed, his breathing shallow and the cursed marks pulsing faintly beneath his shirt. She had left a fresh poultice beside him and a note scrawled in haste, promising she would return before dawn. Her heart twisted at the lie, but she could not risk waking him. The marks had spread further while he slept, dark tendrils creeping toward his throat. Time pressed against her like a living thing. 
She carried only what she needed: a worn leather grimoire bound in faded hide, a pouch of nightshade and bloodroot, a length of black cord, and the silver knife she kept hidden beneath the floorboards. The village slept uneasily around her. Shutters rattled in the wind, and somewhere a dog howled once before falling silent. Fiona kept to the shadows, her slender frame moving with the quiet urgency of someone who knew pursuit could follow at any moment. The elders had grown suspicious of her remedies lately. They muttered about old ways and forbidden knowledge whenever she passed. She could not afford their eyes on her tonight.
The path led her beyond the last cottages and into the fringe of the forest where the ancient oaks stood twisted and tall. Moonlight filtered through the branches in thin silver threads, barely enough to guide her steps. Fiona’s breath fogged in the cold air. She had chosen this clearing weeks ago, after the first whispers of the curse reached her ears. It lay far from any trail, ringed by stones that still hummed with residual power if one knew how to listen. Tonight she would listen.
Her hands trembled as she set the grimoire on a flat rock and opened it to the marked page. The ink had faded in places, but the diagrams remained clear: a circle of interlocking runes, symbols for binding and invitation, warnings scrawled in the margins about the price of calling what should not be called. Fiona traced the lines with her fingertip, committing them to memory. She had studied this passage in secret for months, telling herself it was only for knowledge. Now necessity had stripped that pretense away.
She began by clearing the ground, sweeping away leaves and twigs until bare earth showed. The night pressed close, heavy with the scent of damp moss and distant woodsmoke. Every rustle of branches made her pause and listen. Isolation wrapped around her like a second cloak. No one would hear if she cried out. No one would come if the ritual went wrong. That thought both steadied and terrified her.
With the silver knife she scored the circle into the soil, each cut deliberate. The blade whispered against the earth. She worked methodically, pausing only to wipe sweat from her brow. Her auburn hair had come loose from its pins and clung to her pale neck. When the outer ring was complete she added the inner symbols: the sigil for binding, the mark for passage between worlds, the ancient word that meant “open.” Her fingers grew numb from the cold, yet she pressed on. The grimoire had warned that haste invited disaster. She would not rush.
Next came the herbs. Fiona crushed nightshade between her palms and scattered the dark powder along the circle’s edge. The bitter scent rose sharply, stinging her eyes. Bloodroot followed, its red juice staining her skin like old wounds. She spoke the first words of the invocation under her breath, testing the sound. Her voice sounded small in the clearing, yet the air seemed to thicken around each syllable. Tension coiled in her chest. She thought of Rowan lying helpless at home, of the village slowly succumbing to the same affliction. Determination hardened inside her. She had vowed to find a cure. This was the only path left.
She placed four candles at the cardinal points and lit them with a flint. The flames wavered but held, casting flickering light across the runes. Fiona stepped into the center of the circle and closed her eyes. Her pulse thrummed in her ears. She drew the black cord around her wrist as the grimoire instructed, binding her own life force to the working. The cord felt alive against her skin, warm and faintly pulsing.
“I call across the veil,” she began, her voice gaining strength. “I call the one who walks between shadow and flesh. I offer no blood tonight, only need. Come and hear my plea.” The words tasted strange on her tongue, archaic and heavy. She repeated them, louder this time, letting the sound fill the clearing. Wind stirred the treetops. Leaves whispered. For a long moment nothing happened. Doubt crept in. Perhaps the book was wrong. Perhaps the familiar would not answer a village healer with no true power of her own.
Then the candles flickered in unison. The flames bent inward as though pulled by an unseen hand. Fiona’s breath caught. The air inside the circle grew colder, carrying a faint metallic tang. Shadows lengthened along the ground, stretching toward her feet even though the moonlight had not changed. She gripped the cord tighter and forced herself to continue the chant. Her voice shook, but she did not stop.
A low hum rose from the earth itself. The runes she had carved began to glow with a faint violet light that matched the description in the grimoire. Fiona’s skin prickled. She felt watched. The sensation crawled along her spine and settled between her shoulder blades. She turned slowly, scanning the tree line. Nothing moved. Yet the shadows inside the circle had deepened into pools of absolute darkness that the candlelight could not penetrate.
From one of those pools a shape began to form. First a pair of glowing violet eyes, slit like a cat’s and far too intelligent. Then the suggestion of a lithe body, androgynous and sinuous, wrapped in darkness that clung like
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