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“One for sorrow,
 two for mirth, 
three for a funeral,
 and four for a birth.”








  
  Chapter one

In the blossoming days of spring in 1820, Bridget Gilhooley and her sister, Ellen, received an urgent message from their elder sister, Margaret. Their young niece, Lillian, was in trouble. Concerned, they made their way to Margaret’s cottage on the outskirts of Manorhamilton, Ireland, fearing the worst. 
But, as they approached, their anxiety dissolved into peals of laughter. The garden before them erupted with vibrant colors and intoxicating scents, as if summer had arrived early. Foxgloves, lavender, and comfrey spilled over the flower beds, while furze blossoms adorned the stone fence, enveloping the air with a sweet coconut fragrance.
Bridget remarked, “Our little niece, Lillian, is an earth witch. Quite an early manifestation. Our irritable sister won’t be pleased.” The garden was a welcome addition to the house, providing a lush backdrop that softened its shabby appearance.
Margaret, her face flushed and her legs entangled by winding cucumber vines, shouted, “Bas!” as she pointed at the plants, causing them to wilt back into the ground.
Ellen furrowed her brows. “Looks like Margaret is furious. She’s going to tucker herself out. There are too many plants to curse.”
Bridget pushed open the gate, traversing a thick carpet of red clover. “Isn’t she always? She’s putting on a show now that we’re here.”
Margaret’s face contorted into a deep scowl. “Took you long enough. Do you see the mess in the yard?”
The garden overflowed with cabbages, carrots, leeks, and onions. The stone well in the front yard vanished beneath a lush carpet of verdant foliage.
Margaret clenched her fists. “This is more than we can eat. If the monster keeps at it, we won’t be able to step out of the house.”
Bridget smirked, finding her sister’s dramatic flair amusing. “Train little Lillian to control her earth gifts.”
Ellen tipped her head, her curls bouncing. “It’s your job. You’re her mother.”
Margaret’s scowl sagged into a dispirited frown. “No. I fear she’ll strangle me with a vine. She’s evil.”
Ellen burst into laughter. “Oh, dear. She’s just a wee bit older than two.”
Bridget placed her hands on her hips. “Ellen, we have to do everything in this family. Very well.”
Ellen surveyed the abundance of vegetables and flowers in the garden. “Margaret, you could give the surplus to the townsfolk.”
Margaret turned away, scowling. “Never. I’ll sell it at my stall. At least I can make some money off the devil-child until you two get her under control.” She retreated into the house, leaving the sisters to their own devices.
Moments later, Lillian darted out, her arms outstretched. Ellen embraced her niece and said, “You’ll come to visit us for a while.”
Bridget took hold of Lillian’s hand, Ellen gripping the other. Together, they walked toward the gate.
Lillian halted, refusing to budge any further. “I have to say goodbye to my mommy.”
Ean, Lillian’s magpie familiar since birth, flew to the gate, cocking his head.
Bridget lifted Lillian into her arms. “Your mother knows. Don’t worry about it.” How long would Lillian continue loving her mother with the way she treated her? It was a constant source of frustration.
“I go by myself?”
Bridget chuckled while bouncing Lillian. “Yes.”
“Not mommy?”
Ellen shook her head. “Mommy’s in a bad mood. She has to stay home.”
Lillian shook her head fast, her whole body squirming in Bridget’s arms. “A bad mood all the time.” 
The aunts erupted in laughter, impeding their progress.
Lillian ceased her laughter, crossing her arms with a frown. “Why? She likes James and Grace better.”
Bridget frowned, shaking her head. It was clear to everyone, even a young child like Lillian, that her mother showed favoritism. Margaret disregarded their advice to be kinder to her daughter, still holding her near-death experience during childbirth against her. She should be grateful she survived, since many mothers do not.
Ellen caressed Lillian’s hair. “It’s not your fault. It’s the way she is.”
Bridget winked at her sister, who she admired for her kind heart. She asked, “You like plants?”
Lillian beamed and lifted her shoulders. “Yes!” She stretched her arms out wide. “I watch them get bigger and bigger.”
Ellen took Lillian’s hand, smiling at her. “Then let’s go to our house and tend to our garden.”
The aunts led Lillian down the lane, taking turns carrying her since their home was over a mile away.
Lillian giggled each time they passed a stone wall along the road. Bridget noticed her niece coaxing the furze growing in the crevices to bloom.
Ean flitted from branch to branch, perching a moment to keep a watchful eye on the trio before taking flight again.
Bridget swung open the gate to their yard. “We’re here. Now your lessons start.”
Ellen placed Lillian on the soft green carpet of shamrocks covering the ground. Ean hopped alongside her.
Lillian gazed at her aunts, her head tilted. “What?”
Bridget entered the front door. “You’re going to learn how to control your special gift, the one you have with all living things. Then you can return home.” How she wished she could let Lillian stay here, in a loving environment free from scorn, but their home was too small.
They stood in their vibrant garden behind the small cottage, observing as Lillian toddled on her plump legs. The young girl’s eyes shimmered with wonder as she explored the flowers and plants surrounding her, sometimes plucking a petal or leaf and bringing it to her nose to inhale. The flora flourished under her touch.
Bridget kneeled beside Lillian and whispered, “I want you to stop this flower from growing. It doesn’t need to grow any further since it will wither away soon. Don’t give too much. Close your eyes. Concentrate on that new sensation within you. Keep it to yourself.”
Lillian closed her eyes. “Stay.” She embraced herself. “It tingles.”
“That feeling will fade as you grow older. It’s a lot of energy for your small body. You did wonderfully. I’m proud of you.” Bridget placed her hands on the ground, attempting to rise.
Ellen extended her hand to her sister, assisting her. “The ground seems farther away than usual. Now, Lillian, let’s try something else before taking a break. Your aunts need to rest.” She took Lillian’s hand and led her along the row of flowers to a patch of bare soil. “Place your hands on this dirt.”
Lillian plopped down and pressed her palms onto the earth’s surface.
“Transfer some of your tingling energy to the seeds just beneath the surface. But only a little. Stop when you see the seedlings sprout.”
Green shoots emerged before long.
Ellen noticed Lillian’s hesitation as the sprouts continued to grow. “Remove your hands now.”
Lillian frowned, lifting her hands and rubbing them together to brush off the soil. She stood and looked at Ellen. “I did bad?”
Ellen sighed and said, “You need more practice. You shouldn’t make the plants grow too much. Only a little.”
“Oh.”
Bridget emerged from the back door, carrying a tray with tea and a small glass of milk. “Come along, you two. It’s time for tea.”
Ellen took hold of Lillian’s hand. “And it’s time for a well-deserved cookie, don’t you think, Lillian?”
“Cookies! Then play flowers?”
Bridget glanced at Ellen. “Are we able to keep up with her?”
“I think she’ll learn quickly. Tomorrow, we can teach her the names of the flowers. It’ll be fun.”
They enjoyed their tea, milk, and cookies, aware of the challenges that lay ahead. Lillian shouldn’t have manifested her gift until she was older, around eight or nine years old. For now, it was about helping her gain control and imparting further knowledge as she grew older.


      [image: image-placeholder]Using the practiced hand of a seasoned chore-doer, nine-year-old Lillian swept the kitchen floor, her motions smooth. The absence of the familiar crackling sounds from the stone fireplace alcove caught her attention, alerting her to the weakening fire. She hurried to the woodpile and retrieved a log, placing it on the dwindling flames. She waited for its dryness to ignite a new blaze.
To her dismay, the log erupted in a fiery explosion, unleashing flames in every direction. Lillian recoiled in shock, her arm bearing the painful mark of a burn. A scream of agony escaped her lips, provoking the fire to surge forth once more, devouring a nearby stool.
In a rush, Margaret, Lillian’s mother, burst into the room, uttering a phrase in Gaelic that commanded the flames to retreat. Lillian, her brow furrowed, undeterred by the danger, grabbed a rag and battled the persistent flames. Sweat streamed over her face as she stamped out the burning embers that littered the floor.
Margaret’s gaze bore into Lillian. She said through clenched teeth, “What happened here?”
Lillian squinted her eyes and thrust her chin out, meeting her mother’s gaze. “I simply placed a log on the fire.”
Margaret paced back and forth, her fists clenched. “This is a serious problem. How can this be? It must be the work of Morrigan. I am convinced of it.” She pointed an accusatory finger at Grace, Lillian’s older sister. “Go fetch your aunts.”
Lillian rolled her eyes; her mother often blamed the Celtic Goddess for mishaps.
Grace pursed her lips, leaning away in defense. “Why are you yelling at me? It was her,” she retorted, pointing an accusatory finger in Lillian’s direction.
“Now!” Margaret’s command pierced the air, urging Grace to leave in haste.
Turning her attention back to Lillian, Margaret stepped closer, her expression a mix of concern and frustration. “I knew from the moment you emerged from me, attempting to bring me harm, that you were an evil force. Nine years of proof, and now you possess two gifts.”
Lillian grimaced, her eyes squinted, and her mouth twisted in response, her head tilting upward. “I don’t understand why you persist in blaming me for that.”
Margaret pointed toward the door. “Outside. I cannot risk you setting the house ablaze. Stay there until your aunts arrive.” Under her breath, she muttered, “Faery-touched evil banshee.”
Lillian marched out of the house, making her way to the sanctuary of the garden, her favorite refuge. Gathering a handful of large comfrey leaves, she shredded and pounded them on a nearby rock. Using her finger, she applied the resulting green mush to her burn, giving gratitude to the plant with a touch of earth magick, bestowing energy for its growth.
Grace returned with Bridget and Ellen, breathless and panting. She cast a disdainful look at Lillian as she hurried into the house. Lillian’s aunts approached her, their footsteps accompanied by disapproving clucks. Lillian hoped they would offer guidance rather than scolding.
Ellen’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “Grace informed us you attempted to burn down the house. Another power, it seems?”
Bridget shook her head in disbelief. “Unprecedented in these times. You must tell us what happened. Leave nothing out.”
Lillian recounted the events, explaining how she had placed a log on the fire and the ensuing chaos that unfolded.
Ellen nodded. “It seems we must hasten your education in controlling your fire gift. It is a formidable power, one that few witches possess. And to our knowledge, none have been blessed with more than a single gift.”
Lillian leaned forward, her brows furrowed. “Fire gift? But I am an earth witch.”
Ellen bounced on her toes, amusement dancing in her eyes. “You are both.”
Bridget’s expression turned solemn. “Keep this knowledge to yourself. Do not disclose it to anyone.”
Lillian’s countenance dropped. “Who would I tell?”
Bridget’s lips twisted, her tone grave. “Consider it a warning.”
Lillian recoiled from her aunts, rolling her eyes and emitting a snort. “Why is this happening to me? My mother already despises me, and now I possess two gifts. She called me a faery-touched evil banshee.”
Ellen raised her shoulders in a sympathetic shrug. “Who can say? I wish I could assist you, but your mother is as obstinate as you are. Drochubh, drochéan.” (A bad egg, a bad bird.)
Bridget tilted her head, rolling her eyes. “Your grandmother, Honoria, is also to blame. She said you’d be powerful and the biggest pain-in-the-arse for all of us,” Bridget mimicked the voice of her mother. “Children born of that moon are that way because the Goddess Morrigan rules their fate.” She nodded her head at Éan. “The magpie pecking at the window was an omen of back luck. It is so.” She returned to her own voice. “And when she said ‘it is so’, it meant no argument. Honoria’s word was the last word.”
Lillian gave her aunt a half smile. “Mother’s away with the faeries. How do I get back into the house?”
Ellen faced Lillian, her eyes twinkling, and the corners of her mouth turning into a fond smile. She patted Lillian’s hands in hers. “We will get you under control before nightfall.”
Bridget inhaled, holding her breath a moment before exhaling. She rocked on her heels. Her gaze focused on the ground as though searching for clues, like a seasoned detective. “It all depends on you—how much you desire to sleep in your own bed.”
“Let us begin. I don’t want to sleep in the barn,” Lillian declared, positioning herself between her aunts and cracking her knuckles.
Under her aunts’ careful tutelage, Lillian discovered the secrets of fire manipulation, feeling the heat of its power surge through her as she commanded it with a single phrase. They taught her the delicate art of drawing away heat from a fever, and providing warmth to those chilled. Above all, her aunts instilled in her the fundamental principle: “Do as you will, as long as you bring no harm.” It was a mantra that echoed in her mind, guiding her every action as she honed her skills.
With the constant encouragement from her aunts, Lillian’s confidence in her abilities grew. There was much to learn, a vast expanse of knowledge waiting to be explored, but she embraced the journey, knowing her aunts would be there every step of the way.
In the quiet moments of contemplation, Lillian wondered about the existence of other witches blessed with dual gifts like her.






  
  Chapter two

A dense fog enveloped the landscape as twelve-year-old Lillian ventured out of her home. She approached the well, hauling a hefty cast-iron pot for refilling, a chore she dreaded because of its weight. 
Positioning the pot beside the well, Lillian grasped the rope fastened to the bucket and began its descent. Once the sound of the bucket splashing against the surface of the water reached her ears, she swung the rope to tip the bucket into the well. A gentle tug showed fullness, prompting her to turn the crank and hoist it back.
Unexpected splashing noises disrupted the tranquility. Lillian peered into the well, only to be greeted by a sudden eruption of water, drenching her and propelling the bucket and rope out onto the ground. As water gushed forth from the well, the water level rose and overflowed.
The force of the water propelled Lillian backward. Bewildered, she couldn’t comprehend the reason behind this occurrence, but knew she would face her mother’s wrath. Why did these mishaps always happen to her while her sister remained unscathed?
Water now posed a threat to the house. Lillian retrieved bags of cured manure from the garden to block the doorway’s threshold. As she placed the last bag, her mother emerged from the house, only to stumble and fall into the water.
Lillian retreated, aware that her mother never missed an opportunity for corporal punishment.
“What have you done this time?” Her mother rose from the water, and Lillian swore she glimpsed her eyes turning red, accompanied by smoke wafting from her nostrils.
“I fetched water for soup.” Lillian braced herself for her mother’s strike, yet she refused to be bullied any longer. “Don’t worry. I’ll get help from my aunts myself!” She splashed away from the yard, leaving her mother to deal with the aftermath. As her aunts always said, ‘Bad egg, bad bird.’ Her mother despised that saying.
The serene stroll to her aunt’s residence calmed Lillian’s nerves, despite her damp and chilled state. “Tirim.” Her dress dried, and the warmth was pleasant against her skin. “That’s better.” She glanced at Ean, soaring alongside her. “At least you remained dry.”
The aunts would know what to do about her newfound water gift, and perhaps she could undergo training at their house. The prospect of time away from home was a treasure. She yearned to live there all the time, but alas, they lacked the space in their small cottage. But she knew they would welcome her for a short time.
Lillian unlatched the wooden gate covered in ivy sticking out everywhere. Ellen, an earth witch, didn’t always keep it in check because of her fondness for plants. Several rabbits scurried away upon her arrival, while wrens hopped among the branches of shrubs and trees, seemingly unperturbed by the sudden company.
The front door bore a wreath fashioned from cedar boughs and wheat sheaves. Lillian waited, and soon Bridget swung open the door. As an air witch, Bridget possessed the ability to detect any change in the atmosphere, including a new individual in her vicinity. “What gift has manifested this time?”
Lillian shook her head, a sheepish smile spreading across her face. “Do you think I’d not pay a visit without reason? Water.”
“Don’t worry. We can help you. Come inside. We’re eager to hear what happened and how furious our sister is.” Bridget disappeared into the darkness.
Lillian stepped inside and closed the front door, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dimness. The outline of the kitchen table came into view, where her aunt Ellen chopped vegetables. Lillian took a seat and grabbed a knife to slice leeks, while Bridget placed a bowl of water in front of her.
“I hope you don’t expect me to drink water like an animal.”
Ellen giggled.
Bridget maintained a serious expression. “I want you to lift the water from the bowl.”
“Oh.” Lillian attempted to lift it, using only her thoughts. How should she approach this? She had learned to control her other gifts by focusing her mind on making things happen. Water. Wet. Smooth. Under her command, the water inside the bowl stirred. How do I lift it? She attempted to create waves, resulting in small ripples across the surface. Next, she tried to make the water splash. It felt ever so heavy. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead, causing her concentration to waver. “Ugh.”
Lillian found herself alone in the kitchen. She pushed her chair back and stood. Through the kitchen window, she spotted her aunts tending to the garden, with Ellen slicing a carrot for the eager rabbits. She chuckled, realizing they all shared an affinity for creatures, even the despised fly.
The break quieted her mind, so she returned to the bowl of water. Her attempts seemed futile, as she only generated rolling waves sloshing against the sides. Frustrated, she slammed her hands on the table, causing the water to jump and her nostrils to flare. This time, the water rose, maintaining the same shape as the bowl. The sudden breakthrough caused her to lose focus once more. The water plummeted, splashing within the bowl and spilling onto the table. Lillian pushed the bowl off the table just as her aunts returned.
Ellen retrieved the bowl. “Are ye having fun?”
“No! I mean, I made the water rise, but only when I got angry.”
“Tsk.” Bridget tossed a towel at Lillian. “That’s how you accomplish anything. You rely too much on anger—it dominates your emotions.”
“It’s difficult. A new gift means more work.” Lillian wiped the spilled water from the table and floor before tossing the towel onto the table and plopping back into her chair. She looked from Bridget to Ellen. “May I stay here to work on it before returning home? Mother won’t miss me.”
Ellen replied, “Certainly. You’re welcome here for a short while.”
Bridget pursed her lips. “As long as you listen and follow our instructions. No magick that causes harm, absolutely.”
“Of course. I understand. I’ll do as you say, as long as I harm no one.”
Bridget added, “Especially not your sister.”
Lillian crossed her arms, her mouth down-turned. “You should experience being blown across a potato field by my beloved sister. It happens all the time, and nobody says a word.”
Ellen said, “My sister raised her that way. But this is our way.”
Lillian walked over to refill the bowl and returned to the table. “I’ll do as you ask.” She imagined her sister standing nearby, contemplating the possibility of lifting the water and drenching her. Splash. Her aunts jumped.
Bridget maintained a stern expression while Ellen chuckled. “I merely requested that you lift it, not douse us with a bath.”
Lillian cleaned the mess once again, satisfied with the sudden progress. She would never expose her imagined intentions to her aunts, for they would send her away for violating their primary rule of doing no harm. If she focused her abilities on Grace, she would be successful. The vision in her head was forming water into droplets—they would make splendid weapons when frozen.

      [image: image-placeholder]At fifteen years old, Lillian found herself in need of salt from the top shelf while preparing dinner. She stretched her arm as far as it could reach, but the elusive container remained out of her grasp. Determined, she pulled a chair from the nearby table. It collided against the counter before defying gravity, hovering a few inches above the floor. She exerted pressure, feeling the resistance give way as her frustration grew. With a forceful shove, the chair slipped out of her hands and soared through the air, hurtling back towards her. Reacting, Lillian ducked beneath the safety of the table to avoid the airborne furniture.
From her vantage point under the table, Lillian observed the surreal scene before her. The table and chairs floated, suspended a few inches off the ground. She exhaled in exasperation, contemplating the consequences of her newfound ability. What if she had been outside? She envisioned lifting the cow, disrupting its milk production from fright.
Another gift. This time Lillian decided against seeking help from her aunts. Determined to control her air gift herself, she focused her attention on a chair, willing it to descend to the floor.
“Lillian!” Her mother’s voice rang out, slicing through the air, and in response, everything plummeted. Lillian spun around to face her mother, her anger simmering beneath the surface. “I have my air gift now,” she declared. “How do you like that? Blame Morrigan, all you want. I don’t care.”
Grace entered the room, her eyes narrowed. Arms crossed, her bottom lip protruding, she unleashed her frustration. “Why is she getting all the gifts? She’s not special.”
Lillian faced her sister. “You’re not special either. Help me set things right.” She then turned to her mother. “After that, I will leave to visit my aunts for a few days. I’m sure they would welcome me. They appreciate my gifts.”
“Great. I’ll welcome the break,” her mother said.
As the tension reached its peak, James, Lillian’s older brother, arrived home from his job at the mill. Surprised by the chaotic scene before him, he looked at everyone. “Wow! What happened here?” He waited for a response. “Another secret? Fine. Want some help?”
A genuine smile spread across Lillian’s face as she regarded her brother, the one person at home, who treated her with kindness. “I’d love it. Let our special sister stand there and watch.” Her thoughts had already drifted towards the idea of leaving this place. Dublin sounded intriguing, offering the prospect of new experiences.
Margaret crossed her arms. “Lillian! Do not speak poorly of your sister. You should look up to her.” 
“Pfft.” Dublin, it will be. She needed a map.
As she and James worked together to restore order in the room, Lillian’s mind wandered to her future endeavors. She bid farewell to James upon completion of their task, promising to return in a few days.
On her favorite walk, she pondered whether there were any other gifts a witch could gain. Perhaps she already possessed them all. Lost in her thoughts, she contemplated how she could use her newfound abilities to make her mother and sister pay for years of torment. Grace, an air witch, took pleasure in tossing Lillian across the neighboring potato field, leaving her covered in dirt and potato greens sticking out in all directions. Lillian planned to return the favor, using her air gift to give Grace a taste of her own medicine.
Ean, her loyal companion, awaited her, perched on a nearby tree branch. Lillian wondered if it was possible to lift herself using her air gift. Although she had never seen Grace performing such a feat, Grace had dedicated little time to hone her air abilities. She only used her gift for nothing more than flirting and blowing Lillian away.
When she practiced encasing inanimate objects in water bubbles, Lillian harbored a secret wish to test her powers on a living creature. Grace would become her first target.
Upon reaching her aunt’s house, Lillian heard laughter coming from the garden. Curiosity piqued, she followed the sounds and discovered her aunts enjoying tea amidst the serene setting. “What’s so funny?” she asked, joining them.
Their gazes turned towards Lillian, warm smiles spreading across their faces. In this haven, unlike her home, only James wore a genuine smile for her. Bridget cast a knowing sidelong glance. “You’ve become an air witch now?”
Lillian nodded, her head tilted. “This time, I accidentally dropped the furniture. It seemed to work better when mother entered and scolded me.”
Ellen’s round face crinkled in thought. “Of course, dear. That is your way.”
Bridget set down her cup, her expression serious. “We’ll work on
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