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PROLOGUE I: THE WRONG BURIAL
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The plain of Mag Tuired — third day of the second battle

The man's name was Muireadhach.

He was thirty-one years old. He had a wife in the south and a son who was four and a field behind his house that he'd been trying to drain for six years. He was a good player. Not the best on the Fir Bolg side. That had been Sreng's generation, the men who played the original challenge before the first battle. But he was good enough to be chosen for the second challenge. The one before the second battle. The one the Tuatha called for when the terms of the truce began to fray.

He had played well.

He had played better than expected, which in the history of the Fir Bolg was not unusual and in the history of this field would go entirely unrecorded.

He died on the third day of the battle, which was the day after the challenge, which meant his body was in the wrong place.

The challenge was played on the western section, in the ritual space between the two sides, on the ground that had been acknowledged as neutral for the purpose of the match. When the challenge broke, when the Fomorians appeared at Balor's back and the field stopped being a playing field and became a battlefield, the dead fell where the fighting found them. Muireadhach fell in the western section. He fell where he had played. He fell on the ground that had been neutral.

Neutral ground was not burial ground.

The men who found him three days after, when the fighting had moved east and the western section was open again, knew this. They knew it as farmers knew things, not from texts, not from study, from the accumulated knowledge of a people who had lived on this limestone for generations and understood that the ground had opinions about what it received.

The wrong burial on the wrong ground would cost something.

They buried him anyway because there was no one left who knew the right rite.

* * *
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The man who did the burial was called Colum. He was a cousin of Muireadhach's by marriage and he had survived the three days by being neither brave enough to be at the front nor cowardly enough to run. In the aftermath, that kind of luck felt more like punishment than fortune.

He dug the grave in the western hollow because the ground was softer there — limestone country was hard digging and the soft ground of the hollow was the practical choice. He made the mound the right shape, or roughly the right shape. He placed Muireadhach's hurley across his chest. He said the words he remembered from his own father's burial. They were not the oldest words and not the right ones, only the words his people still had after too much had been lost.

The ground did not accept this.

He felt it while he was filling in the grave. Not dramatically, not a shaking or a sign. A resistance. The earth going reluctant under the spade. The same reluctance he'd felt once while filling in a drainage ditch he'd dug in the wrong place on his own land. The earth had pushed back at the shovel with the passive stubbornness of ground that knew it was being asked to do something it wasn't suited for.

He finished it. Packed the earth. Smoothed the mound.

Stood.

The western hollow was quiet in the way of ground that had just received violence, not peaceful, suspended. The battle sounds had moved. The plain was littered with the proof of three days and the proof would be cleared eventually, season by season, rain by rain, the limestone pulling everything down into itself the way it pulled everything down.

Muireadhach's mound sat in the hollow and the hollow held it and the holding was wrong.

Colum knew it and could not fix it and walked away south toward whatever was left of his life.

The wrong words over the wrong ground in the wrong ritual space.

The field held Muireadhach the way a hand held something it was trying to pass to someone else and couldn't find a taker for. Not possessively. Not cruelly. With the reluctance of a container that was the wrong shape for what it contained.

Held apart.

The words were not spoken. No one who passed that hollow for the next three hundred years would have used those words. But the plain understood what it was doing, in the way that places understood — by doing it, by the simple fact of the doing, accumulated over centuries.

Held.

Apart from the ground he was owed.

Apart from the correct burial and the correct rite and the name said correctly above the correct earth.

Apart.

* * *
[image: ]


Two hundred years later, a church went up at the eastern edge of the field.

The builders avoided the western hollow. They didn't know why. The foreman said the ground there was bad and nobody argued. Bad ground was bad ground and you built elsewhere.

Four hundred years after that, a monk from the new monastery at Cong came through and added a grave marker at the western hollow mound. Someone in the village remembered there was a man there from the old battle, and it seemed wrong to leave him with nothing. The monk did not know the man's name. He put nomen nescimus on the marker. Name unknown.

The field took this in and continued holding.

Three thousand years is a long time to be held apart from the ground you are owed.

It is a long time to be nameless in a place that knows who you were.

* * *
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Eoghan mac Ruis visited the hollow every year.

He had been visiting it since the battle. He knew what was in it — had seen Colum digging, had been too far away and too occupied with the seal-stone in the pool to intervene, had understood immediately what the wrong burial meant for the plain's account. He had noted it. Had watched it for three thousand years the way he watched everything on this field — with the attention of someone who understood that watching was itself an act of maintenance.

He left no marker. He said no words over the mound. Those were not his to give. What was owed to Muireadhach was owed through one rite: the right words by the right people in the right order. Eoghan could watch and wait and keep the site from being built over or plowed through, which he had done twice when the farming came north and the plain was redistributed. He could not close the account himself. That was not how accounts like this worked.

In the spring of his three thousand and first year of watching, he went to the hollow and crouched beside the mound and put his hand flat on the grass.

Below it, very faint, as a sound was faint when it had been going so long it had become part of the background: a name.

Muireadhach.

Putting itself upward through the limestone. Patient. Exhausted. Still trying.

The first account had closed six months ago. Somewhere to the northwest, Orla Kincaid was writing a report in a university office. In the archive, a letter from Nessa Byrne was waiting in a folder under a call number no one would look at until the right person went looking.

The plain was breathing differently since the first account closed. The seal was different: the new stone, the fieldstone, the marks that said held, closed, not finished. The hollow had less pressure on it. The limestone was quieter.

But the second account was still open.

Muireadhach's name was still going upward through the stone.

Three thousand years and the name had worn a groove in the limestone above the mound, as water wears grooves into stone — invisible, structural, the limestone changed by the sustained pressure of a single sound.

The right people would come.

They always came eventually.

The field was patient as old ground. It had learned patience from the limestone, from the karst, from the water that ran under it in the bound roads and emerged at the waterfall and went back down. Everything came back. Everything was received.

Everything found its proper shape eventually.

Eoghan took his hand off the grass and stood.

He went northwest to check the waterfall.

The name went on going upward through the stone.

Muireadhach.

Muireadhach.

Muireadhach.

* * *
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PROLOGUE II: THE PLAIN REMEMBERS
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The mist came first.

It crawled low across the plain as if the earth itself had opened a mouth and breathed. It gathered in the hollows and drifted between the standing stones and the black backs of waiting men. Dawn should have broken clean over Mag Tuired, but the light that morning could not find its way down. It hung above the world in a bruised band of gray, watching.

Eoghan mac Ruis stood among the ranks of the Tuatha Dé Danann with his fingers wrapped hard around the smooth ash of his hurley and tried not to let the others see his hand shake.

He was young enough to be afraid of dying and old enough to know fear had no use once the horns sounded.

Around him, shields shifted. Bronze rims knocked against one another. Leather straps creaked. Men muttered prayers to gods they hoped were listening and to fathers who no longer could. Somewhere to his left, a horse screamed once and went silent. The smell of wet grass, iron, and peat smoke lay heavy over the field.

Ahead, almost hidden by the white, rose the enemy.

At first they were shapes only, a dark band where no darkness should have been. Then the mist stirred and gave them back in pieces: spearpoints, horned helms, skin painted in ash, banners that looked less like cloth than flayed shadows. The Fomorians. They seemed not to stand on the field so much as rot up from it.

Eoghan swallowed and glanced down the line.

Mael to his right, thick-necked and scarred, breathing through his mouth like a bull before the gate went up. Connla to his left, holding his shield too high and staring ahead with the stubborn calm of a man who had already chosen the shape of his death. Farther down, near the rise, the standard of Nuada caught the mean light, the silver hand worked into its fabric.

Beyond that, somewhere in the hidden center, waited Lugh.

The thought steadied him.

The poets would later say the air bent when Lugh Long Arm walked onto the field, that the blood of kings and gods ran visible in him, gold beneath the skin. Eoghan did not know if poets lied or only remembered differently. He knew only that when Lugh had passed the ranks before dawn, men who had spent the night whispering omens had straightened like spears driven upright.

A druid in a dark cloak moved before the first line, carrying a shallow bowl of embers. He lifted it. Sparks rose and vanished in the wet air.

"Remember the land," he said. His voice was not loud, yet it reached them. "Remember whose bones lie under this grass. Whose names are tied to these hills. You do not stand on ground. You stand on memory."

Men lowered their heads.

Eoghan lowered his with them, though his eyes stayed open.

At the center of the field, where the plain flattened and widened, lay the old markers — a ring of weathered stones and, beyond them, a dark patch of earth that local men had avoided even before war came to Mag Tuired. Streams bent around it strangely. Birds refused it. At dusk, shadows gathered there too early.

The old people called it a seam in the world.

This morning, as mist slid over it, the place pulsed.

Eoghan looked away.

A murmur ran along the ranks. One of the champions had come forward.

Not with spear or sword. With a hurley in his hand and a ball tucked at his waist.

For a moment Eoghan thought the field itself had forgotten what day it was. Then he understood.

The old custom.

Not sport. Not play. Never that.

Before blood, before iron, before the field took its first dead, there was challenge. Skill declared under the open sky. Right announced before witnesses mortal and divine. The game was older than battle and in some ways crueler, because it did not ask only whether a man could kill. It asked whether he could command himself. Whether he could strike true under the eye of gods.

The two champions faced each other in the shrouded dawn while armies waited.

The first struck the ball into the air.

The sound when ash met leather cracked across the field like a branch in winter.

The ball flew high, vanished into mist, dropped, and was struck again before it touched ground. The Fomorian moved with ugly grace, brutal and exact. The Tuatha champion answered with speed. The ball snapped between them, leaping, spinning, skimming. Grass tore under their feet. Breath steamed.

Eoghan forgot for a moment to be afraid.

This was what the old men meant when they spoke of the game before kingdoms softened it. Not diversion. A test in the language of war: reflex, nerve, geometry, patience, audacity. The skills of battle made visible without yet opening a throat.

The Tuatha man reached for it, turned his wrists, lifted the ball over his own shoulder in a feat so sharp and clean that several men around Eoghan gasped. He pivoted, struck, sent it straight between the markers at the far end.

A cry burst from the Tuatha lines.

For one thin instant, joy.

Then the earth shook.

Not from marching. Not from the fall of men. From something deeper.

The cry died in their throats.

Far across the field, behind the Fomorian host, a space opened in the gray.

Eoghan did not at first understand what he was seeing. A tower moving. A giant. A hill given legs. Finally the scale of it resolved, and dread passed through the lines like cold water.

Balor.

Not near enough to make out the details of his face, and yet the sight struck harder than any visible thing. Height was part of it. Power was part of it. But there was more: the sense that the world objected to his presence and it made no difference at all.

His guards walked beside him, thick-armed men burdened with chains and hooks, and between them hung the burden all had feared: the great lid bound over his poisonous eye.

The stories had not prepared Eoghan. Stories made monsters understandable. This was worse.

That eye was a wound in creation kept shut by force.

The chain-bearers took their places. A horn sounded from the Fomorian side, low and wrong, as if blown through a throat full of seawater.

The battle began.

The first collision came in a roar of feet and bronze and screaming horses. Spears vanished into mist and found flesh or did not. Shields met with a clap like split wood. Men shouted names, curses, prayers. The clean geometry of the challenge dissolved into chaos.

Eoghan ran because the line ran.

He hit a Fomorian with his shield hard enough to jolt his teeth, lost his spear almost at once, and found himself fighting with the hurley in both hands, the ash stave suddenly heavier and truer than anything forged. He struck once at a wrist, once at a jaw, once at a knee. The sounds were thick, terrible, intimate. A man fell under him. Another rushed through the fog. Eoghan barely turned in time.

To his left, Connla went down with a spear through the throat. No cry. Only surprise in his eyes, and then nothing in his eyes. To his right, Mael bellowed and drove forward as if pain were weather he had decided not to acknowledge. The field churned under their feet. Grass became mud. Mud became blood.

Then Balor's eye opened.

No one standing there would agree afterward on how it happened. Some said the chains were hauled. Some that a chant released it. Some that the lid rose on its own hunger.

Eoghan saw only the guards brace, their bodies bent like men holding up a gate against floodwater.

Then the lid lifted a hand's breadth.

Light came out of the opening, but it was not light as men knew it. It was ruin given radiance. It struck the plain in a broad sick beam and where it passed, life failed. Grass blackened. Shields smoked. Men dropped where they stood without wound or cry, as if every warm thing inside them had been commanded to stop.

The line broke.

Veterans stumbled back. Horses reared and tore free. Eoghan fell to one knee behind a dead man's shield and felt the heat of that eye on the air, though it had not touched him. The side of his neck blistered. He pressed himself lower and heard, above the din, a sound like the field itself keening.

The seam in the plain.

It had opened.

Not wide. Not fully. But enough. At the old dark patch beyond the stones, the earth had split into a narrow black line from which mist poured upward in a column. Shapes moved in it. Not men. Suggestions of bodies, old and waiting. Balor's eye was not merely killing. It was loosening something.

A hand seized his shoulder.

He whipped around, hurley raised.

Not an enemy. An old woman in a battle-cloak dark with mud and soot, her hair braided with bronze wire. She stood with the calm of a queen.

"Up," she said.

He obeyed before he could think.

In her other hand she held a stone no larger than an apple, pale as bone, cut through with lines that seemed to move when he studied them too long.

"Take this."

He stared.

"Take it." And this time the field itself seemed to listen.

He took the stone. It was warm. Not warm. Alive.

"The seam must be bound before the eye widens it. West of the standing stones where the earth remembers water. You will run there."

"I am no runner."

"You are now."

Another sweep of Balor's power lit the mist from within. Men died shouting.

The old woman gripped Eoghan by the jaw and forced his gaze to hers.

"Listen to me. If this is not set where it must be set, today will not end here. It will sleep. That is all. And one day fools unborn will wake it."

Fear made him honest. "Then why not destroy it now?"

For the first time her face changed. Sorrow entered it.

"Because some things are not given to men to destroy. Only to bear. Only to hide. Only to hand forward, and pray the next hands are wiser."

A shadow fell across them. A Fomorian warrior burst through the mist with an axe raised high. Eoghan turned on instinct and swung the hurley. Ash met temple with a crack. The man dropped.

When Eoghan looked up, the woman was already moving away into battle, cloak snapping behind her.

"West of the stones!" she shouted without turning. "Where the eye can drown!"

He ran.

Not with courage. Not with any noble clarity. He ran because terror had entered his bones and set them in motion. Around him, battle surged in fragments: men wrestling in mud, champions falling, bright weapons, black blood, the terrible pulsing beam of Balor's opened eye sweeping the plain in ruin.

Eoghan ran bent low, clutching the stone to his chest with one hand and the hurley in the other.

The standing stones loomed out of mist like broken teeth. Beyond them, on the western side, the ground dipped sharply. Water shone there in a small dark pool fed by a hidden spring, its surface strangely still despite the thunder of war not a hundred yards away.

The stone in his hand had grown hot. The lines upon it shifted, aligning. He understood without being told. The binding wanted water.

Behind him, a roar shook the field.

He turned once and saw through torn mist: Lugh rising onto a ridge of churned earth, sling in hand, all the chaos of battle bending toward one impossible moment. Balor was enormous against the gray. The eye was wide now, hateful and bright enough to scar the day.

Then Eoghan dropped to his knees at the black pool.

He set the stone beneath the water.

For a heartbeat nothing happened.

Then the pool opened.

Not with sound. Not with splash. With depth. The surface widened into darkness impossible to measure, and a force rushed through the ground beneath him, back toward the seam, back toward the field, as if unseen roots had drunk down fire.

The mist screamed.

That was the only word for it. It screamed in voices too thin for human throats, and the black line in the plain shuddered shut.

Eoghan fell backward, the breath driven from him.

When he looked, the pool was only water. Still. Dark. Ordinary.

Except at its center, where for one instant, something bright and hateful glimmered far below, as if an eye had opened once in the deep and then remembered it had been hidden.

He got shakily to his feet, blood on his face, hurley slick in his hand, and looked once more over Mag Tuired.

Mist dragged over the grass. Men vanished into it. The land closed around its wound.

He pressed his palm to the wet earth beside the pool.

"Let the hill remember what men forget."

Then he turned back toward the battle. Because the battle was still going on, and whatever had been buried here had not been ended.

Only driven down. Only given to time.

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PLAIN
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Beth Callahan had been awake since four.

Not because of the ferry. She slept on the ferry the way she slept through most things she couldn't control, deliberately and without drama, while April pressed her face against the window like a child. Not because of the drive from Dublin, though the motorway had gone on longer than the map suggested and the light over the midlands was the flat gray light of a country reminding you it was serious.

She'd been awake since four because that was when the body went looking for the person who used to be in the bed, the warmth on the left side, and found the sheets cold, and understood again.

Eight months since Elizabeth.

You didn't count the days. You counted them anyway.

She drove through Athlone while April slept in the passenger seat with her mouth slightly open and her hand loose on the door handle. She thought about Elizabeth the way she'd been thinking about Elizabeth for eight months, not in the grand sweep of loss, not the dramatic grief that got written about, but in the small ways. The warm weight of her when she was deeply asleep. The sound she made when something caught her interest, halfway between a laugh and a confirmation. The gold-framed glasses she wore at home when she wasn't performing being fine.

The hand on the kitchen table, two days before the accident. Just resting there.

Beth had not taken it.

They had been fighting that week, the low-grade sustained fight that lasted days and lived in the walls of the apartment and got into everything. She had not taken Elizabeth's hand because taking it would have been a gesture. Gestures were what they were not managing. She had thought about taking it and had decided against it for the usual reasons.

Then two mornings later Elizabeth was dead on the N17 and the fight was still in the walls and the hand was gone.

Beth drove.

The sky turned from gray to the pale white that passed for morning in the west. The road narrowed. The landscape changed into something that had the look of a place that had always been what it was: stone walls, turf brown hillsides, the occasional white flank of a farmhouse set back from the road as if the house had decided to be careful.

April stirred and said, without opening her eyes: "Are we there yet."

"No."

"How far."

"Hour. Maybe less."

April opened her eyes. Took in the landscape going past with the expression she got when she was filing things — sorting what she saw into categories Beth didn't entirely share.

"Tell me something," April said.

"About what."

"Anything. I just want to hear a voice."

Beth thought for a moment. "The field we're going to see, the site Kearney has planned, was used for approximately five hundred years as a burial ground before the church built over the eastern end in the tenth century. So there are pre-Christian burials under a Christian graveyard. And the graveyard is adjacent to a field that has archaeological significance dating back to the Bronze Age." "Nobody's done a full survey of the sub-field layer because the landowner won't give access to the western section."

April was quiet for a moment.

"Why won't he give access."

"He says the field has bad ground."

"Bad how."

"I don't know. Kearney's notes weren't clear on that."

April turned her head toward the window again. Toward the landscape.

"Bad ground," she said, in a tone that was not quite wondering and not quite worried, somewhere between the two.

Beth kept her in view.

April didn't say anything else. Just kept the country moving past her window.

* * *
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The group was meeting in Cong. The others were on a different coach from the college. Beth and April were driving because Beth had wanted the drive, the controllable hours of it, the car as a space with rules she'd set. She'd told April it was about flexibility and April had not argued, which meant April had understood the real reason and chosen not to name it.

That was their arrangement. Had been for three years. April understood things and didn't push on them. Beth carried weight and tried not to drop it on people. It worked, mostly.

The hostel was at the edge of the village, stone-built, functional, smelling of old carpet and central heating doing its best against the March cold. Kearney was already there when they arrived, standing in the car park in his waxed jacket with a thermos in one hand and the expression of a man who had been awake since three and was thriving on it.

"Both alive," he said, which was what he said instead of hello.

"Barely," April said. She was out of the car before the engine died, already looking at the sky, at the hills to the west.

Kearney glanced at Beth as she got out. He had one of those faces weathered into permanent attention, always weighing the room. Not unkind, just always noting. He'd been her undergraduate advisor and now he was her field supervisor and the dynamic had never quite settled into anything comfortable, but it had settled into honest, which was better.

"How was the drive," he said.

"Fine."

"You should have slept on the ferry."

"I did."

He watched her in a way that meant he didn't believe that but was choosing not to say so. "The others get here in two hours. I want to take a preliminary look at the western section before we do anything official."

"You said the landowner—"

"Hasn't given written consent for the western section," Kearney said. "But he hasn't refused, either. And the boundary on the public path brings us close enough to get a sense of the topography."

"That's a lawyerly sentence."

"I'm a thorough man."

Beth turned toward the hills he’d been facing when they pulled in. At the low cloud sitting on the western ridge.

Something about the hills.

Not dramatic. Not the first note of a horror film. Just the wrongness that you couldn't name, like a word you couldn't remember, like something slightly off-pitch. The cloud on the western ridge was doing what cloud did on hills. The stone walls were what stone walls were. The gray morning was gray and that was that.

And yet.

"We'll wait for the others," Beth said.

Kearney turned and waited her out.

"Or preliminary," she said. "Your word. Not mine."

* * *
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They waited.

The coach pulled in at half nine and disgorged the rest of them in stages: Jack Mercer first, of course, because Jack moved through the world as if arriving was its own accomplishment. Then Ronan and Sam and Chloe in a loose cluster, carrying bags, complaining about the seats. Ron Vale last, coat collar up, a book already under his arm.

Ron had been Beth's closest friend in the program for two years. He had a face that looked more serious than it was until he smiled, which he did rarely and well. His hair had given up in the damp and he looked comfortable with that.

"You drove," he said.

"Yes."

"How was she."

Beth understood he meant April. She looked across the car park to where April was standing at the low stone wall that bounded the car park on the south side, looking west.

She'd been standing there since Beth went inside to check in. Fifteen minutes.

"Fine," Beth said. "The same."

Ron followed her gaze. "You've been watching her since September."

"I watch everyone."

"You watch her differently." He wasn't accusing. Just noting, as he noted things, and filing them. "Has she said anything."

"No."

"But."

Beth kept April in sight, standing at the wall with her face toward the western hills.

"But she's been dreaming," Beth said. "She told me in September she'd been having bad dreams about open ground. About — a field. And then she stopped mentioning it, which usually means she's still having them."

Ron was quiet.

"And this trip," Beth said. "She was the one who found the site in Kearney's unpublished survey notes. She'd been looking for something to propose for the field study before she found those notes. She didn't know what she was looking for until she found it." Quietly: "And now she won't stop looking west."

They both held April's back in view.

"This might be nothing," Ron said.

"Yes," Beth said.

"Archaeologically significant sites don't—"

"I know," she said.

"Right." He turned the book under his arm. "So what do you want to do."

Beth faced the western hills.

"Stay close to her," she said. "That's all. We stay close."

* * *
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Jack found her at the coffee machine in the hostel common room.

He was good at that — finding her. He had a gift for proximity that had never quite tipped into something she had to name or refuse. Three years of almost, managed by a combination of his restraint and her unavailability and then her grief. They were still where they'd always been, which was: close enough to feel, too careful to touch.

"Callahan," he said.

"Mercer."

He poured his own coffee and stood beside her with his back to the counter, looking at the room. "Tell me this one's interesting and we don't spend three days learning about drainage systems."

"Drainage systems are inherently interesting."

"To you they are."

"And to Ron."

"Ron would find a parking garage historically significant."

"He did, once. That's a real story."

Jack smiled. He had a good smile. The kind that happened in the eyes first. She'd known him long enough that the smile didn't disarm her as much as it once would have, which was probably healthy and also probably a small loss.

"You okay?" he said.

She turned her coffee cup. "Fine."

"Beth."

"Jack."

"You're doing the management thing."

"What management thing," she said.

"The thing where you're in charge of how you look from the outside." He said it without edge. "You've been doing it since the ferry. It's exhausting to watch and I imagine exhausting to do."

She held her coffee.

He let her hold it.

That was the thing about Jack that was also the dangerous thing about Jack. He was comfortable with waiting. He didn't fill silence the way people filled silence when they were nervous. He just stood in it.

"I'm tired," she said.

"Yeah," he said.

"It's been a—" She stopped.

"Eight months," he said. Just that. Not an elaboration. Not a pivot. Just acknowledging that he was counting too, that he knew.

She met his eyes.

"I'm not going to be fine today," she said. "I might be fine tomorrow. I will probably manage fine all the way through this trip and then be very not fine at some later point when it's less inconvenient."

"I know," he said.

"I just want you to know that going in."

"I know," he said again. And then, after a moment: "I'm here. That's all. I'm here."

She held his gaze a moment longer than she intended.

Then April came in from outside and said, "Kearney wants us at the cars in ten," and Beth looked away.

* * *
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The western section was a twenty-minute walk from where they parked on the verge of a narrow road.

They went single file along the field path — Kearney first, then Ron, then April, then Beth. Jack and the others followed in their own loose order. The path ran along the edge of a worked field for a hundred meters and then climbed a low rise and crested it, and the plain of Moytura spread out before them.

Beth stopped at the top of the rise.

She had seen photographs. She had read the survey notes. She had the topographic maps in her coat pocket and the geological data on her phone and the fragment of Kearney's unpublished paper that described the site as of significant underdocumented potential, especially in the western section.

None of it had prepared her for the plain.

It wasn't beautiful. That would have been easier. It was the color of old bone and wet stone and the gray-green that grass went in the west when the sun hadn't come out in three weeks. It was flat in a way that felt deliberate, not the ordinary flatness of cleared ground, but the flatness of something that had been pressed. Compressed. As if something very large had sat on this piece of land for a long time and the land had absorbed that pressure into itself.

The wind came across it without obstruction and went straight through you.

Not into you. Through you. The distinction mattered and she didn't know why.

Behind her, Chloe said, "It looks like the land is thinking."

Nobody laughed.

"Western section is down there," Kearney said, pointing. He was already moving. "That low stretch where the color changes."

Beth focused.

The western section of the plain was darker than the rest. Not shade. The sky was too flat for shade. The grass there went brown-green rather than gray-green, the color of grass over different ground. From up here you could see that the ground itself sat lower, a slight depression that gathered the cold air off the hills and held it.

April was already moving toward it.

"April," Beth said.

"I'm not going in," April said, without turning. "I just want to see."

Beth followed.

Up close, the western section had a smell. Not decay — deeper than that, below the ordinary mineral-wet smell of old limestone. Copper, and something below the copper that was animal and enclosed, the smell of a space that had been shut for a long time. Beth had smelled something like it at burial sites. At places where the ground had been opened and the deep cold of the under-ground came up through the broken soil.

The smell of what was buried and didn't want to stay buried.

"Professor," Ron said quietly.

Kearney had stopped two meters from the depression's edge. He was crouching, looking at the limestone surface where the turf had worn through.

"What is it," Beth said.

He pointed.

The exposed stone was carved. Not recently. The cuts were old, weather-smoothed at their edges, but the pattern was clear under his torch in the flat morning light. Concentric curves. Channels that intersected and crossed back and ran around the opening of a crack in the limestone that shouldn't have been there, that was too regular and too deliberately positioned to be random geological fracture.

"Those are old," Ron said.

"Very old," Kearney said.

"How old," April said. She was right behind Kearney now, crouching beside him.

"Bronze Age minimum," Kearney said. "Possibly older. This is — this is a sealed access point of some kind." He traced the air above one of the channels. "These marks serve a containment function. They're similar to what you see at—"

"Don't touch it," Beth said.

Her voice came out sharper than she intended.

Kearney turned.

"Sorry," she said. "The stone hasn't been recorded yet."

He nodded once, not offended. "Agreed."

But April had already reached out.

Not deliberately. Her hand moved before she seemed to know it was moving, the way hands moved in dreams before the dreaming mind caught up — compelled by something below decision. Her fingertips were two inches from the carved stone.

Beth grabbed her wrist.

April made a sound.

Not pain. The sound of someone being pulled back from a step they hadn't known they were taking, the sharp intake of breath when you look down and the drop is right there, closer than you thought.

"Hey," Beth said. "Hey. Look at me."

April met her eyes.

Her eyes were fine. Clear. Present. But there was something around them, a thing Beth had been watching since September, the look of someone who had been hearing something they couldn't account for and had been trying not to show it.

"I'm fine," April said.

"I know," Beth said. She kept her hand around April's wrist. "I know you're fine. Keep looking at me."

"I'm looking at you."

"Then tell me three things you can see."

"You're serious," April said.

"Three things."

April's jaw set with the stubbornness that Beth loved and feared in equal measure. "You. The hill behind you. Ronan looking at us like we've lost our minds."

She hadn't let go of April's wrist.

She could feel April's pulse through it, fast, settling.

"Good," Beth said. She let go.

April stood over the carved stone.

Then she looked away.

"It pulled," she said, very quietly. Just for Beth.

"I know," Beth said.

"I don't mean—"

"I know what you mean." Beth stood up. "We're done here for today."

Kearney was already on his phone, photographing the exposed stone. Ron was writing in his notebook. The others had fanned out across the rise, taking pictures, talking, doing the things people did when they were near something significant and hadn't yet decided whether to be frightened.

Beth stood over the crack.

Narrow. Two centimeters wide at its widest, widening toward the center where the carved channels converged. Below the lip, darkness. Not the ordinary darkness of a gap in rock. The darkness of something with depth to it, something that went down farther than the stone should have allowed.

The smell of copper and old closed spaces came up out of it with the steadiness of breath.

She stood with it for a long moment.

Then she took a step back.

And from the ground below the crack, very far down, something knocked.

Once.

The sound of wood on stone.

Beth felt it in the soles of her feet before she heard it with her ears. Her body turned toward April before the thought finished. April had gone very still.

"Nobody heard that," Ronan said, unconvincingly.

"Everybody heard that," Chloe said.

Kearney had lowered his phone.

Beth stood over the crack in the limestone, at the carved channels around it, at the darkness below. The knock didn't come again. The plain was quiet. The wind off the ridge moved through the dry grass and made the sound grass made.

But the smell had changed.

The copper was stronger now.

And underneath it, something she hadn't noticed before, coming up through the crack with the cold air from below: the smell of old blood. Not fresh — old, the bone-deep iron smell of blood that had been in the earth for a very long time.

Chloe gagged. Not dramatically — one small involuntary sound, her hand coming up to her mouth, the body recognizing something ancient and chemical before the mind had processed what it was smelling. She turned away from the crack. Nobody said anything about it.

Beth registered this and filed it. Bile at the back of the throat: first physical casualty of the account.

Ronan was shaking. Not visibly, not yet. But she could see it in the way he had both hands on his knees, pressing down, the classic unconscious posture of a person whose legs are doing something they have not been asked to do. He did not mention this. He would not mention it. But his collar was dark with sweat despite the cold, a spreading stain that spoke for him in the language the body used when the mind was too busy to manage it.

"We should go," Beth said.

Nobody argued.

* * *
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The ferry left Dublin at half six in the morning.

Not enough light yet. The Liffey was dark and the city was the dim orange of streetlights not yet switched off and the ferry moved through it with the purposeful indifference of large vessels that had been doing this crossing for long enough to find it unremarkable.

April had been at the rail since they boarded.

Beth had found her a berth. Second class, functional, the horizontal surface that was the point. April had taken it in, said in a while, gone up to the deck, and stood at the rail with both hands on it, facing the city receding.

Beth stood beside her for five minutes.

Then she went below and lay on the berth with her coat over her and she slept.

She slept because sleep was available and she had learned, in eight months of grief, to take sleep when it was available without questioning the timing. The grief had stripped some things from her and had given her others. The ability to sleep anywhere, on demand, was one of the gifts, the body deciding that if the mind was going to be in this condition it was going to take efficiency where it could get it.

She woke two hours later with the ferry in open water and the light changed.

April was still at the rail.

Beth went up.

The Irish Sea in early March: gray-green, running heavy with the residual of a storm three days back. The waves were not dramatic, but they were consistent. The horizon sat low under a sky that was deciding between cloud and rain and had not yet committed. The air was the cold of sea air at the wrong time of year, the cold that found its way inside everything regardless of how many layers you wore.

April had her chin on her folded arms on the rail.

She was looking west.

Not at the water — past it. She looked west and inward at once, as if whatever called her was not in the landscape but under it. Whatever was calling her had been getting stronger for months. Beth had been watching it and noting it and managing it and was done managing it.

"Tell me," Beth said.

"There's a sound in the west," April said. "There's been a sound in the west since October. I assumed it was how coast sounded different from inland, the difference in the atmospheric pressure, how limestone country ran sound differently." "It's not that."

"What is it."

April turned to look at her.

"It's something that needs me to come to it," she said.

Beth kept her face toward the horizon.

"We're going," she said.

"I know," April said. "That's why I'm out here. I'm—" She looked west again. "I'm getting ready."

Beth put her hands on the rail. The cold of the painted metal, the cold of something that had been in contact with sea air for years.

"Tell me everything you've been hearing," she said. "All of it. Not the version you thought I could handle. Everything."

April met her eyes.

"On the ferry?" she said.

"On the ferry," Beth said. "Before we arrive. Before anyone else is listening. Just us."

April turned back to the west.

And she told her.

She told her about the first dream in September. The field, the limestone, the smell that was both copper and something older and sweeter that she couldn't name. The sound that had been in the sound of music and weather and traffic for months now, underneath everything, a low patient note that she had been pretending was tinnitus. The name that had come in October and had not stopped coming. The way the field felt when she stood over old limestone — like standing over a sleeping person, like the ground was breathing under her feet.

She told Beth about the morning in November when she'd been eating breakfast and the note had suddenly resolved. It had stopped being ambient and become directed. It had aimed itself at her and said something she couldn't render in English, something the body understood before the mind could process it. It meant: there you are and finally and will you come?

"I said yes," April said. "Out loud. To my breakfast. I said yes."

Beth kept her hands on the rail and let the sea fill her vision.

"I'm sorry I made you carry it alone," she said.

"You didn't make me," April said. "I chose to. I wanted something that was only mine before I let it be shared."

"That's allowed," Beth said.

"Yes," April said. "I know. You told me that on the phone in January. I didn't believe it then."

"Do you believe it now."

April looked west. At the horizon. At the coast of Ireland not yet visible but felt: how proximity to land changed the air.

"Yes," she said. "I believe it now."

The ferry moved through the gray-green water and the light came up and they stood at the rail and the coast of Ireland arrived over the horizon and they stood there until they docked.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO: THE HOSTEL AT NIGHT
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They ate dinner at the pub in the village and didn't talk about what they'd heard.

Not because it hadn't happened. Because there was an unspoken social contract around admitting that something had frightened you, and in a group of eight graduate students none of whom had yet fully committed to the emotional vocabulary of fear, the contract held. They ate. They talked. Jack ordered a second round. Ron read his book. Ronan and Sam argued about something that Beth tracked for five minutes before deciding she didn't have the energy to follow.

Kearney sat at the far end of the table with his notebook and a pint and the expression of a man running calculations.

Beth measured him.

He’d said nothing since the plain. That wasn’t unusual. He was not a man who spoke until he’d decided what to say. But his silence had changed since the knock from the ground. She read the look in him: someone had been waiting for something to be confirmed and had just gotten the confirmation, and was not sure whether to be pleased or frightened.

She decided she'd deal with that tomorrow.

April had been quiet through dinner. Not withdrawn — she talked when talked to, laughed when it was called for. But there was a layer of somewhere-else to her that Beth kept noticing and kept not naming, because naming it would be the first step toward a conversation she wasn't ready to have.

Three things you can see.
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