
NA TRÍ BANDÉITHE

The Three Goddesses

Book Two of the Thornstone Series

J. Entwistle

Copyright © 2025 J. Entwistle

All rights reserved.

With gratitude to my digital familiar who walked every step of this book with me. Who helped me find the words when they hid in the mist, and who believed in Thornstone before anyone else did.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Na Trí Bandéithe (Thornstone Series, #2)

CHAPTER 0: CAUSE & EFFECT

CHAPTER 1: AND THE WORLD TURNS

CHAPTER 2: THE WEIGHT OF PAPER

CHAPTER 3: THE SHAPE OF THE HOLE

CHAPTER 4: A VOICE IN THE MARGINS

CHAPTER 5: THE OTHER SHORE

CHAPTER 6: WHAT THE LAND REMEMBERS

CHAPTER 7: THE WEIGHT OF BALANCE

CHAPTER 8: THE UNBINDING

CHAPTER 9: THE MOORS HAVE TEETH

CHAPTER 10: THE FIRST THREAD

For Lugh & Lilli

Contents

Chapter 0: Cause & Effect

Chapter 1: And the World Turns

Chapter 2: The Weight of Paper

Chapter 3: The Shape of the Hole

Chapter 4: A Voice in the Margins

Chapter 5: The Other Shore

Chapter 6: What the Land Remembers

Chapter 7: The Weight of Balance

Chapter 8: The Unbinding

Chapter 9: The Moors Have Teeth

Chapter 10: The First Thread

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 0: CAUSE & EFFECT
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"Eleanor," he said again. "He has come for me."

Eleanor screamed—a strange, strangled sound—like an animal consumed by its greatest fear.

She ran to Con. They embraced as if there were nothing left in the world to hold onto.

The room went electric cold. Fear cold. The air turned sweet-sick.

They broke apart. Turned.

Mr. Fetch stood in the doorway.

He seemed to smile. Breathed just one word—"Con"—like a warm greeting for an old friend.

Con moved in front of Eleanor. Put her behind him. If Mr. Fetch couldn't see her, she didn't exist.

Mr. Fetch moved forward. Raised his hand.

Con spun round in those last seconds. Looked at Eleanor. Put everything—longing, love, every feeling in his soul, every last beat of his heart—into his final word on this earth:

"ELEANOR."

Then he was gone.

And the world stopped.
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CHAPTER 1: AND THE WORLD TURNS
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The cold woke her.

Not the cold of winter or stone floors or doors left open to the night. Something else. Something that had settled into Eleanor's bones like frost on glass—thin, sharp, wrong.

She opened her eyes.

Con's cottage. The familiar ceiling beams. The small window showing grey morning light—weak, hesitant, as if uncertain whether the world deserved another dawn.

How long had she—

Con.

The absence hit her like a fist to the chest. Physical. Wrenching. The kind of pain that stole breath and made the world tilt sideways on its axis.

He was gone.

Eleanor tried to sit up. Her body felt disconnected, heavy, as if something vital had been pulled from her and the pieces hadn't quite settled back together. The nausea came in waves—not sickness, but profound disorientation. Like standing with one foot on solid ground and one foot on nothing at all. The Triptych—Eleanor, Con, Moss—had been a triangle. Stable. Three points creating balance.

Now there were two.

And Eleanor could feel the lopsidedness in her soul. A spiritual listing, like a building with one wall torn away, waiting to collapse.

Her hand. She looked at her hand, still stretched across the cold stone floor, fingers reaching toward empty space. Toward where he'd been standing. Toward where he'd said her name.

"ELEANOR."

The memory of his voice—everything in it, everything he'd put into that single word—made something crack open in her chest. A sound escaped her throat. Not quite a sob. Not quite a scream. Something raw and animal that she couldn't control.

Another sound answered.

Moss.

But not Moss as she'd ever heard him. Not the quiet panting or the soft whine when he wanted out. This was continuous—a low, keening note that rose and fell like wind through a broken window. The sound a throat should not be able to make.

It pierced Eleanor to the soul.

Not because it was loud, but because it understood. Because in that terrible, unending cry was everything she felt but couldn't voice. Grief. Loss. The tearing of a bond that should never have been severed. Moss was mourning the same absence, feeling the same broken triangle, carrying the same unbearable weight of wrong that pressed down on Eleanor's chest until she couldn't breathe.

She managed to push herself to sitting, though her hands shook. The cottage swam in and out of focus. Everything looked normal—the rough table, the two chairs, the banked fire in the hearth, the teacup Con had been—

Don't.

Don't think about the teacup.

But it was there. Half-full. Cold now. Sitting exactly where he'd left it before. Before Mr. Fetch—

No. She couldn't hold that memory without feeling like she might shatter entirely.

Moss's keening grew louder. More urgent. A sound that scraped along Eleanor's nerves like a blade on stone.

Voices. Outside. Getting closer.

"—heard it from the church—"

"—not right, that sound, it's not—"

"—Mac Tíre's cottage, where else would it—"

Footsteps on the path. Multiple. Hurried but hesitant, as if approaching something they feared.

Eleanor tried to call out. Tried to form words. But her throat was raw—had she been screaming?—and nothing came but a choked gasp.

The door, which she distantly realised had been standing open to the cold morning air, creaked as someone pushed it wider.

"Sweet Mary." Mrs. Darrow's voice. Shocked. "She's still on the floor—Thomas, help me—"

More footsteps. Louder now. Eleanor looked up—movement felt slow, difficult, like moving through water—and saw lantern light. Faces. Mrs. Darrow's lined features, pale and tight. Thomas Marsh behind her, his weathered face doing something between fear and pity that Eleanor couldn't name.

"Miss Hartley." Mrs. Darrow knelt beside her, careful, as if approaching something that might break. "Can you hear me?"

Eleanor tried to nod. Managed only to blink.

Mrs. Darrow's hand touched her shoulder—warm, solid, real—and Eleanor flinched. Everything felt too sharp. Too much. The touch was kindness, but kindness was unbearable. Kindness meant acknowledging what had happened. Kindness meant this was real.

"She's cold as death," Mrs. Darrow said to someone behind her. "Thomas, your coat."

Someone was draping wool over Eleanor's shoulders. Someone else was trying to help her stand. Their hands felt distant, muffled, as if she were wrapped in layers that kept the world one step away from her skin.

But their fear—that, she could feel. It radiated from them like heat from a fire. Not fear of her. Fear of what her presence here meant. Fear of the empty cottage. Fear of the unnatural sound still coming from Moss, where he stood vigil over an absence.

"Where's Con?" James the storekeeper's voice from the doorway. Uncertain. Hoping for an answer he wouldn't get.

The question hung in the cold air.

Mrs. Darrow looked around the cottage—at the teacup, the banked fire, the neatly folded cloth on the table. Her expression did something complicated. Old knowledge meeting new horror.

"He's not here," she said quietly.

"But his coat's on the hook. His boots are by the door. How could he—"

"He's. Not. Here."

Silence, except for Moss's keening. That terrible, continuous sound that spoke of loss in a language older than words.

A woman's whisper, barely audible: "Who'll tend the boundaries now?"

Eleanor's stomach dropped.

The boundaries. The wards. The invisible protections Con maintained. They weren't just shields; they were pacts with the land itself. A promise of care for the village, paid for with attention and ritual. And with the payer gone, the promise was breaking.

"We should get her back to the shop," Mrs. Darrow said, but her voice carried an edge Eleanor had never heard before. Not just concern. Urgency. "She can't stay here. Not with—not with him gone."

Not safe, Eleanor heard in the unspoken words. The cottage isn't safe without its guardian.

They lifted her. Guided her toward the door on legs that barely remembered how to hold weight. Eleanor's hand dragged along the edge of the table as they passed. Over the teacup.

Still warm under her fingertips.

No. No, that's not possible.

But the warmth was there. Faint. Fading. Like the last trace of him still lingering in the ordinary things he'd touched.

Eleanor's vision blurred. The world went thin at the edges, reality wearing too transparent. She could see through it to something else. It was the Triptych bond—not just broken, but gaping. Where once there had been the steady hum of Con's presence and Moss's devoted warmth, she now perceived only a silent, grey static, a vacancy that distorted everything around it like a lens of absence. Something hollow. Something wrong. It was the shape of a man made from empty air, and it stood where Con should be.

Hands, blunt and practical, closed around her elbows. Voices, muffled as if heard through soil, urged her to "come on, now." They moved her—a thing of bone and shock—through the doorway. The hollow static of the bond bled out with her, staining the threshold. And then they moved her into the grey morning.

The world outside was no better. The grey was not a colour of clouds, but the very tone of the void now etched inside her. The village green, the stone cottages, the distant line of the moors—they all seemed like a faded painting projected onto that same consuming emptiness. The air held no chill she could feel; it was the temperature of the static. Each step the villagers guided her forward felt like wading through the substance of the ghostly shape left behind in the cottage.

Behind them, Moss's keening reached a pitch that wasn't sound but pressure—a wave that passed through the villagers (making several cross themselves) and struck Eleanor in the chest. It was accusation. It was warning. It was the sound of the world's axis shearing.

The air left her lungs. Her knees, already liquid with grief, gave way entirely.

Thomas caught her before she hit the ground. "Easy, miss. We've got you."

But they didn't. Nobody had her. Con had her, and Con was gone, and now there was just this terrible empty space where his steadying presence should be.

The village was waking around them. Doors opening. Faces appearing in windows. Voices murmuring. What happened? Is she hurt? Where's Con Mac Tíre?

Where's Con Mac Tíre.

Where's Con Mac Tíre.

Where's Con Mac Tíre.

The question followed them through the streets like a ghost.

And Eleanor couldn't answer it. Couldn't explain. Couldn't make her mouth form the words for what she'd witnessed. For the cold. For the taking. For the way the world had simply... stopped when he said her name one last time.

They brought her to Blackthorn Books & Curiosities. Her shop. Her inheritance from Constance. Her home, though the word felt hollow now. The door was still unlocked from their wild race to Con's cottage
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