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THE VEIL IS THINNING. The flame is no longer Brigid’s. And the west remembers what was buried.

Saoirse O’Connell never asked to become the bearer of ancient fire, but now her mark burns with more than magic — it hums with the voices of the Forgotten Three. Drawn to Connacht, a cursed land stitched with salt and sorrow, she must uncover the truth behind the echoes that haunt the cliffs... before they rise again.

But the deeper she walks into the west, the more she fears she’ll have to walk it alone. Finn is steady, brave, and hers — but with each vision of ruin and sacrifice, she sees a future that leaves no room for him.

As ancestral magic stirs and memory sharpens into prophecy, Saoirse will face the final truth:

Some flames light the way.
Others devour.
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Saoirse O’Connell returned to the village expecting answers, but found fire, prophecy, and a growing storm. 

Marked by Brigid’s legacy, challenged by ancient trials, and torn between truth and loyalty, she stepped into a power too great to hold alone. 

Alongside Finn, Niamh, and others, she faced the unraveling of the Veil, the haunting return of Ciarán, and the stirring of the Forgotten Three. 

The battle was won, but the war has shifted.

Now, something darker calls from the west.
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The cliffs didn’t whisper. They screamed.

Saoirse O’Connell stood at the edge of the western coast, the wind tearing her cloak sideways, the salt air burning in her lungs. The sea snarled far below, a jagged mouth of rock and foam, and beyond that—nothing. No horizon. No end.

Just mist. Just memory.

Behind her, the land sloped into a crooked valley where even the trees refused to grow. The forest they’d crossed two days ago had gone silent the moment they left it, the way a wound closes. No birds. No wind. Just absence. As if the land itself refused to follow.

Her boots crunched on brittle earth. Beneath the moss lay shattered shells, not from the sea, but hollowed fragments of something older. Bone. Glass. Flint. A thousand years of forgotten things, scattered like broken teeth.

She crouched near the cliff’s edge, peering into the drop. Sea spray hissed upward with the rising tide. The Staff of Embers, slung across her back, vibrated faintly; not with power, but warning. A low, steady ache in her spine.

She whispered, not sure to whom. “I shouldn’t be here.”

“You should,” came a voice behind her.

Finn.

He stood a few paces back, arms crossed tight over his chest. His hair was longer now, sun-bleached at the ends, his jaw dark with stubble. The travel had worn him, but he looked steady. More than she felt. Always more than she felt.

He didn’t step closer.

“You said it yourself,” he added. “This is where it ends. Or begins. Or both.”

She rose slowly, dusting ash from her gloves. Her legs were stiff and tired from walking, but there was a strength in them she didn’t have before. It was the same lean power she felt all over her body. Delicate, yet unyielding. The way a rose protected itself with a sheath of thorns. “It doesn’t feel like a beginning.”

“No,” he said. “It feels like a warning.”

She turned to face him, grateful he’d be the one to say it. Other people tended to shy away from hard truths, but that wasn’t her Finn. He silently held her gaze.

“I can’t feel the flame the same way,” she said after a beat. “Not since Connacht came into view. It’s quiet. Not gone, but quiet. Just... waiting.”

“Like it knows something we don’t?”

“Like it’s seen this place before.”

He nodded, jaw tight. The wind swept up around them, and for a fleeting moment, he lost his eyes in the sea. “Maybe it has.”

She took a moment to study him. The fine lines around his eyes. The rigid set of his shoulders. He’d come with her without question, without promise. After Tiernan disappeared, after the staff changed, after the fire in the Veil cracked open the earth and nearly took them both. He’d simply fallen into step beside her.

A part of her was eternally grateful. Another part would never understand it.

“You don’t have to come any farther,” she murmured, echoes of the same thing she’d told him a hundred times before. “This is my burden, Finn. My path. You don’t have to walk it, too.”

“I never had to.”

“I mean it.”

“So do I.”

The conversation lurched to a pause, hanging in a kind of stalemate. There was something raw in his voice. Something she didn’t want to name.

She looked away, back at the cliff.

“You make it sound so simple,” she breathed, almost to herself. “What if I lose myself in this? In them. In the Three. In what the staff wants.”

It pulsed on her back, almost like it was listening.

He didn’t answer right away. It didn’t matter how many times she’d asked the question, he always considered like it was the first. A moment passed, then he lifted his head, eyes locking onto hers.  “Then I’ll go find you.”

Her throat tightened, and she turned back to the sea.

Yes, I think you would.

A gust of wind howled between them, tinged with salt and sharp as teeth. In the valley behind, a flock of crows took flight from a dead tree with a cry that sounded like laughter. The waves continued crashing somewhere far below, and for a moment, a single, secret moment, Saoirse let herself wonder what it might mean to let go.

A quiet sound tugged just at the edge of comprehension. It was too slight for anyone else to notice, but Saoirse heard it.

The land was speaking again.

And this time, it remembered everything.
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THE FRIENDS LEFT THE cliffs before the mist could reach them.

The land dipped sharply as they followed the broken path west. It wasn’t a road—too narrow, too twisted—but something had once passed this way often enough to wear grooves in the stone. Wheel tracks or bone drags. It was hard to tell.

Niamh walked ahead, her satchel bouncing at her side, a parchment map rolled and clutched tight. It would have taken nothing short of a miracle to drag her away from her beloved archive, but no sooner had Saoirse announced her plan, than the girl was lacing up her boots. The problem was the path wasn’t on the map. Nothing west of the Veil rupture had ever been plotted. This was a forgotten place, drawn in breath and fear instead of ink. They’d been half-surprised to find a trail.

“Do you hear that?” Eoin asked, breaking the silence.

They paused mid-step, the thin crust of moss cracking beneath their feet.

It wasn’t the birds. It wasn’t the sea. It was just... ticking. Like bone against stone. A soft, rhythmic click, echoing from somewhere out of sight.

“It’s probably just—” Niamh started, but the sound stopped.

And so did the wind.

No one spoke again until the trees returned.

These were not the trees of the valley. They were brittle, silver-trunked things with bark that peeled like skin and branches shaped like antlers. Nothing lived in them. No nests. No lichen. Just old silence.

“My gran told me stories about this place,” Finn murmured, the soft-spoken words seeming loud against the quiet. “A land without trees, a village without roads, a place forgotten by everything except the breeze. She said that people tried to come here once, to salvage anything that might remain. She said they were expected back within a fortnight, but at the turning of the moon—” He caught himself swiftly, feeling the others’ rigid stares. “Actually, she used to say a lot of things,” he mumbled, “most of it nonsense. Probably best not to pay much attention...”

Brilliant save.

They continued forward without speaking, forcing one foot in front of the other, tightening their cloaks against the wind. It was the kind of place that might have been beautiful under different circumstances, but felt eerily similar to standing beside an open grave. Time ebbed and flowed at its leisure. The path stretched endlessly onward.

Then all at once, the village appeared.

One moment, the forest was dense. The next, it was gone and a clearing yawned before them, dotted with stone cottages around a dry, sealed well.

At first glance, the place looked abandoned.

At second glance, it looked like it had never really lived.

The stone walls were too clean for how broken they were. There wasn’t any moss on the thatched roofs. No rot on the fence posts. Everything was flawlessly preserved, just enough to be wrong.

“It’s like a memory someone forgot to finish,” Niamh whispered.

Finn stepped closer to Saoirse, resisting the urge to place a protective hand on her arm. The arrival of the staff had cured him of some of those impulses, but he still found himself reaching. “We shouldn’t stay here long.”

Maeve, quiet until now, walked forward without hesitation. “No, this isn’t a place one should linger. But there are answers hidden in the mist, if one knows how to find them. The well was sealed,” she added, pointing. “By hand. Not stone.”

Saoirse approached it carefully, feeling the same instinctive quiet as in a library or a church. The lid was thick wood bound in iron. The nails were new with no rust.

“Why seal a dry well?” she murmured.

Finn’s hand moved to his blade, curling reflexively around the hilt. “Because it wasn’t always dry.”

They took a second to absorb this, then glanced around the village. In a strange way, it wasn’t terribly different than their own—while being utterly foreign in every way. On impulse, Eoin ducked into one of the crumbling doorways and came back out a second later, shaken and pale. “There’s a man inside. Sitting by the fire.”

There was something in the way he said it.

“What kind of man?” asked Niamh.

“The wrong kind.” He cast a look back toward the house, unable to hide the shudder that swept over him from head to toe. “He didn’t blink.”

They gathered outside the cottage.

Inside, a man sat on a stool by the hearth, his back to them. He wore a robe bleached by sun and salt. His long white hair was braided down his back.

Eoin was right. He wasn’t blinking.

He just stared into the unlit hearth.

“Are you all right?” Saoirse asked, her voice surprisingly steady. A few weeks earlier, she would have run for the hills. But things had changed since then.

There wasn’t any response.

She glanced at Maeve, who gave a silent nod, before stepping carefully into the cottage. The air was heavy with salt and mold, and something else, like an old, copper scent. She didn’t reach for her staff, but it pulsed faintly against her back.

As she neared the hearth, the man spoke—a desiccated voice that cracked through the air like a lash. “Which of you carries the crow-mark?”

She froze where she was standing. “I carry the flame.”

He rotated slowly toward her, like a windup toy that had been waiting half an eternity and was finally released. The chair creaked, but everything else was still. His eyes were not blind but empty, like all the light that had lived inside them had fled.

“No,” he said. “You carry the ash.”

He stood. Slowly. Unnaturally.

He was tall—taller than Finn—and thin as bone. The robe dragged on the floor behind him. When he smiled, Saoirse saw that his teeth had been filed flat.

Do. Not. Scream.

“Walk backward when you leave here.” He spoke with an oddly methodical cadence. “And don’t look up. Not until the village is behind you.”

Then he rotated back around and sat again, as if nothing had happened.

They did as he said.

Not because they believed him.

But because disbelief was the first mistake in a place like this.

In a collective hush, they walked backward, past the well, past the trees that hadn’t been there when they entered. The sky had turned strange, grey and soundless.

Finn’s hand brushed Saoirse’s, the same quiet comfort he’d offered a hundred times before. Only this time, she didn’t take it. She didn’t know why. She just couldn’t.

When they reached the edge of the clearing, Niamh looked up and screamed.

They each whipped around with a collective gasp, hands flying to staffs and blades. Above the village, perched silently on a dead tree, were three crows.

Each had a different eye: one gold, one red, one white. All three of them were staring at Saoirse. Yet when they opened their beaks, they didn’t caw. They whispered.

“One will die.”

“One will stay.”

“One will be forgotten.”

Then they took flight. And the sky bled salt.

***
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THE FRIENDS CAMPED at the edge of a shattered watchtower.

The roof had long since caved in, and one side of the stone wall was crumbling to nothing, but it stood higher than anything nearby and gave them a line of sight across the twisted hills below. They set no tents, just bedrolls in the dry pocket of the ruin, and stacked their few supplies behind the remaining wall for a windbreak.

No one spoke as they worked. No jokes from Eoin. No observations from Niamh. Even Maeve was silent as she arranged stones in the dirt, tracing the old spiral pattern into the soil with two fingers and a piece of dried vine.

Finn built the fire. His hands moved with calm efficiency, but Saoirse could see the stiffness in his jaw.

She sat a little apart from them, as was becoming her custom, the curve of her back to a broken section of wall. The Staff of Embers lay beside her, dormant now, but humming faintly in her bones like a heartbeat not quite her own.

The crows’ whisper wouldn’t leave her mind.

One will die. One will stay. One will be forgotten.

She didn’t know who “one” was. She didn’t know if she was all three.

She stared at her hand, palm up. The spiral was still there, the glow long faded since the Veil had cracked. But just below it, faint and recent, a thin shadowed line curved beneath her wrist. Not a wound. Not a scar.

A feather.

A mark.

She traced it with one finger. It felt no different from the rest of her skin. But something deep in her bones shivered each time she touched it.

“Still awake?” Finn’s voice came softly from the other side of the fire.

She lifted her eyes and nodded. He crossed the space between them slowly, pausing to sit beside her, careful not to crowd.

“You didn’t eat,” he murmured.

“I wasn’t hungry.”

“I saved you something anyway.”

He held out half a piece of flatbread wrapped in cloth. She took it, more out of habit than desire. It had been the same for the last few days, not that she was in any state to notice. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d any semblance of appetite.

For a while, they sat in silence. Chewing slowly, staring at the remains of the fire. The wind moved through the broken tower like breath through cracked teeth, and she found herself suddenly wondering about the last people who’d been there, the ones who’d built the tower, carefully placing stone after ancient stone.

“Do you think they meant it?” she finally asked after a long silence.

“The crows?” he asked, glancing to the side. She nodded, and he considered a moment before answering. “I think this land doesn’t waste its breath.”

Her eyes flashed to his profile. “That’s not a yes.”

“I think it wasn’t a warning. It was a prophecy.”

She winced, having felt the same. “That’s worse. I don’t think I would have thought that before, but I can say it now with complete certainty. That’s much worse.”

He drew in a slow breath, looking at her hands. “You saw the mark?”

She nodded.

“Maeve did too,” he said. “I saw her looking.”

“She hasn’t said anything.”

“She’s waiting for you to ask.”

She looked across the camp. Maeve was sitting at the far side of the fire, her hands still busy with the spiral in the dirt. Like she felt their attention, her eyes met Saoirse’s for the briefest moment. Then she reached into her cloak and drew out something small—an object wrapped in cloth and bound in twine.

She placed it beside the fire and spoke without looking up.

“Do you know the story of Áine the Veil-breaker?”

Saoirse stared a moment, then shook her head.

“She was the last to cross west into Connacht. Four generations ago, maybe five. She carried flame, though not as brightly as you. She bore the staff before it slept. She thought she could wake the sea.”

“What happened to her?” Eoin asked, quietly now, ears tuned.

“She failed,” Maeve answered simply. “Not because she wasn’t strong. She was incredibly strong. It was because she wasn’t willing to let go of who she’d been before the fire. She walked into the tide and asked it to remember her.” Her gaze returned to the spiral in the dirt. “The sea did.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Niamh asked. “Remember her how?”

“It swallowed her whole. But it kept her name.”

Finn’s hand found Saoirse’s. She didn’t pull away this time.

“The crow-mark isn’t a curse,” Maeve concluded. “It’s a calling. You aren’t being punished. You’re being asked to choose.”

Why does that feel even worse than a prophecy?

“Choose what?” Saoirse’s voice broke.

“Which part of yourself to bury.”

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, SAOIRSE stirred from a drowsing sleep and stepped away from the remains of the fire, beyond the ring of stone. The hills rolled black under the stars, and the sea murmured faintly in the distance. It should have been beautiful.

It was haunting instead.

At the edge of the ruin, she paused. A single crow sat atop the standing stone, no more than ten paces away. It was unnaturally still, unnaturally silent.

Its head tilted with inhuman attention and its gaze met hers. For a single moment, nothing happened. And then, with no sound—no wind, no wingbeat—it split.

Not torn. Not divided. Just... separated.

Into three.

Three crows, each identical save for the eyes. One gold. One red. One white.

They hovered for a moment, suspended in shadow.

Then—

The red-eyed crow vanished, like smoke. The white-eyed one turned and flew into the stars. Only the gold-eyed crow remained.

Watching.

But not watching Saoirse. It was staring at something behind her.

Terrified, she slowly turned, but here was nothing there. Just the cold hills, salt and shadow. When she looked back, the crow had gone.

Only the stone remained, warm beneath the moonlight.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Saoirse didn’t sleep. Not really.

After the crows, and after the fire faded to coals, she lay awake watching shadows shift across the stone wall. The others slept in a loose circle—Eoin snoring softly, Niamh curled in a blanket of maps, Finn close but just out of reach. Even Maeve had nodded off, though her fingers still traced invisible spirals in the dirt.

But Saoirse lay still, pulse steady, mind churning. Her body ached from the road, but something deeper ached more.

Her mother.

It wasn’t just the memory—not just the flame she carried now in blood and bone—but something sharper. There had been things left unsaid: visions half-seen, a flash of her mother’s voice in the second trial, the carved wooden pendant that once belonged to her mother before she vanished.

And now, here in Connacht, where the flame went quiet and the dead whispered like crows, Saoirse felt it.

The unfinished story.

When morning came, grey and cold and wet with sea mist, she was already up. A tangled braid spilled down her shoulders and dark curls wisped about the sides of her face, as she walked past the broken tower to where the crow had vanished the night before. The standing stone still held a faint warmth. She pressed her palm to it.

“What did you mean?” she whispered, remembering the way the birds had watched her, and something else—behind her—before launching into the air.

The stone said nothing. But something deeper stirred in her chest.

Behind her, boots crunched.

“You’re not exactly subtle,” she murmured, still looking at the stone.

Eoin grinned, running a hand through his hair. “You never are before tea,” he answered lightly. “Still growl like a badger.”

She retracted her hand immediately and turned around in surprise, having expected someone else. “You're up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.” He shrugged. “Dreamed about a fish with legs telling me to get out while I still could. Figured that was a sign.” A pause. “Or I was especially hungry.”

Despite herself, she smiled. “It’s good to have you back,” she said.

“Well, someone has to make the doom and gloom bearable.”

He fell into pace beside her and they walked a little, gazing at the barren landscape and letting the sea wind steal the silence. Ironically enough, considering where they were, it was the first moment that felt almost normal.

“Did your mum ever talk about Connacht?” he asked suddenly.

And... we’re back.

She paused in the middle of the trail, glancing out over the waves. “Once. Maybe twice. Never much. She said the land here didn’t know how to stay dead.”

He stared at her in silence, then blinked. “Well, that’s comforting.”

They both laughed.

It was one of the best things about Eoin—moments like that, phrases like that, could be eased aside with laughter. He left space for it. Sometimes demanded it.

“But she had dreams about it,” Saoirse added quietly, remembering even as she spoke. “Used to wake in the night muttering about crows and salt and names lost in stone. I thought they were just bad dreams. Now I think she was seeing this.”

How utterly lonely that must have been.

Eoin looked at her seriously, every trace of amusement vanished from his face. “Do you think she ever came here? Before you were born, or when you were little?”

She didn’t answer. Not aloud. Because something in her blood said yes. And if her mother had come here—why hadn’t she returned?

“I don’t know,” she quipped, forcing herself to be casual. She tilted her head back toward the watchtower. “Another question to ask your fish...”

They returned back to camp, and once everyone was ready, they followed the slope of the hill until the stone gave way to red clay and salted grass, brittle underfoot. The coastline ahead curved like a broken spine, narrow and jagged, with rocky fingers reaching into the mist.

They didn’t speak much as they walked. Even Eoin kept quiet. It wasn’t fear exactly, more like reverence. The kind that rises in graveyards, or holy places that have forgotten what they were worshipping. The kind that draws people in closer proximity, bracing in spite of themselves, waiting for the inevitable moment the silence will break.

Midmorning, they found the remnants of a path. Just stone slabs mostly buried beneath overgrowth. Saoirse knelt to touch one. It had carvings worn nearly smooth by time.

“This was a pilgrim’s road,” Maeve said in a low voice.

“To where?” Niamh asked.

Maeve didn’t answer immediately. She was watching the horizon. “To the tide shrines,” she finally replied. “There used to be seven. Now only one remains.”

“Is that where we’re going?” Eoin asked, following her gaze into the mist.

“Not yet,” she rasped. “We follow the road until it ends. The shrine will find us.”

That wasn’t exactly comforting, but they pressed on.

As they walked, Saoirse ran her fingers over the old carving. Her palm burned faintly, but not painfully. Like a matchstick about to spark.

“Are you okay?” Finn asked quietly.

They were walking a few paces in front of the group; close, but not quite touching, just the occasional brush of shoulders. She would have sworn he was drifting like she was, lost to his thoughts. But those sharp eyes missed nothing.

“Yeah, I’m just...” She shook her head slightly, unable to find the words. “I’m just taking it one moment at a time, you know?”

He threw her a sideways glance, face warming with the trace of a smile.

“Actually, I do.” 

The pendant around her neck shifted. She hadn’t touched it in days, but now it felt heavier. She frowned in surprise and took it in hand. The wood was warm. The spiral etched into its center—her mother’s spiral—seemed clearer than ever before.

That was when she saw the figure.

It wasn’t on the path, but a short distance away, standing at the edge of a sunken wall, cloaked in grey and sea-wind, hair long and knotted with bits of kelp.

She blinked in astonishment. The figure was still there.

“There’s someone—” she began, pointing.

The others turned immediately, balking just the same, but the figure was already moving, slow and deliberate, along the cliffside.

“We should follow,” she said compulsively.

Finn frowned beside her, eyeing the bits of kelp. “Or we should be cautious.”

“Or both,” Maeve offered, the grooves around her eyes deepening as she squinted against the wind. “But she’s right. We go where they go.”

“And who are they, exactly?” Niamh asked nervously.

Eoin shook his head, flicking a finger at her parchment. “Something you won’t find in any of your books.”

They followed the figure along a narrow goat path, scrambling occasionally to keep pace with the long, graceful strides. The mist thickened, but the sea below was visible in flashes. The breeze was humming, and the tide was unnaturally low.

After a time, the figure stopped before a stone arch swallowed by vines. The friends paused on instinct just behind, before Saoirse took a hesitant step closer.

“Hello?” she called.

The figure turned.

She was young—no older than Saoirse—but her eyes were far too ancient. Moss-colored and veined with silver. Her voice, when she spoke, was wind on rock.

“You brought the
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