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SHE CAME HOME TO BURY the past. But the past isn’t ready to stay dead.

When seventeen-year-old Saoirse McKenna returns to her rural Irish village, she expects stares and silence—not to be haunted by voices from beneath the ancient burial mounds that surround her home. The whispers are calling her by name... and they’re growing louder.

Drawn into a centuries-old prophecy and chased by memories she tried to forget, Saoirse must unravel the secrets buried in stone and blood. As the veil between worlds thins, she discovers a connection to a goddess of flame and healing—and a power that could save the land or burn it down.

But ancient forces have awakened.

And they are no longer waiting.

Whispers in Stone is the first book in a fast-paced, atmospheric Celtic-inspired fantasy, blending ancient magic, slow-burn romance, and a coming-of-age journey into myth, prophecy, and peril.
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There wasn’t a body.

I remember taking heart in this as a child. I remember the moment it first occurred to me. I was perched on a broken rail of the fence outside my kitchen window, listening to the village elders argue in hushed voices inside. They never seemed to realize the deafening volume of their whispers. Secretive, yet ancient and half-deaf was a counterintuitive combination. Better they just speak it plainly, for how far it carried. I didn’t understand half the words they were saying, but when paired with some dramatic gestures, it was enough to get the gist. They were angry about something. They were arguing about ‘the body.’ This had bewildered me.

Then suddenly, it clicked.

It was like a light turned on, though I hadn’t yet parsed it in such terms.

If there wasn’t a body, she couldn’t really be dead. They couldn’t actually bury her. Any moment, the front door might swing open, and she’d come walking back inside. If there wasn’t a body, there wasn’t any reason for a funeral.

And I didn’t have to tell my mother goodbye.

Even the sweet neighbor boy with kind eyes tried to tell me she was gone. I didn’t believe him. It felt like disloyalty, he should have believed me.

We didn’t have a funeral. I couldn’t tell if this was because of me. More likely, the village had been so spooked by the manner of her passing, they felt it best not to formally acknowledge it. At any rate, my father wasn’t up for it. He died just three months after. Doctors said it was cancer. The villagers said he died of a broken heart. I knew him better, but it was best not to ill-remember the dead.

We didn’t have a funeral for my mother, but what we did was almost worse.

We had a celebration.

To this day, I can remember it to perfection. The way the sunlight broke through the clouds and shimmered in the mist rising from the ocean. The way the long cloaks and dresses of my neighbors whispered in the tall grass. Their hair was long and loose, and wreaths of flowers adorned their heads. Foxglove and primrose, bluebell and meadowsweet all lacing together. The soft lilt of violins carried above the distant waves, and after a brittle winter, the air was bright and warm and sweet.

It was beautiful. Everything was just beautiful.

To this day, the smell of primrose makes me sick.

I think the worst part was, I kept waiting for something to happen. For a voice to call out, for a silhouette to be spotted on the horizon. There wasn’t a body—how could the adults in my life ignore such an important logistic? How could the sky have decided that on this one day—of all the days—it wouldn’t rain?

The sun was a personal insult. The flowers were obscene. I remember my eyes sweeping around the clearing, finding each one of the people that had gathered, faces I’d known since childhood, singing and dancing and dressed in their Sunday best.

It was a betrayal.

Where was the outrage? The intrigue? Why was I the only one silently railing against the sun? For weeks they had been gossiping—for months; pretending not to, their voices humming in ceaseless discussion that vanished the second I drew near.

It had not been a sudden thing, with my mother—despite the fact I stood stock-still and breathless after Maeve told me she was gone. There had been hints in the months before it happened, things that would have been all too obvious to anyone with sense, but as a child, I didn’t understand them—I only saw the strange little cracks appearing in my life. Meals went uncooked, clothes unwashed. I was often left to wander. Meanwhile, my mother was muttering to herself, tracing in the steam on the windows, growing so rail-thin, I was able to wrap my tiny arms completely around her waist. Then one day, she didn’t come home. Someone said they’d seen her walking the cliffs above the sea, hands waving in the air, shouting nonsense at the sky.

When she got to the precipice, she threw herself off. It was a famous vista, I’d been there many times myself. Lover’s Leap, they called it. Rather ironic in hindsight.

They’d have to call it something else.

“Saoirse, do you want to say anything?”

I remember being startled when they called me. Weren’t we supposed to be celebrating? My throat was sealed and my eyes were burning. I hadn’t expected to speak. I remember looking past the eyes of the village, to an older woman standing at the edge. Maeve was the only other person who didn’t seem to agree with the weather.

Her head was bowed, and her face was set. Beside her stood a little boy with dark eyes, watching me. He was always watching me. But I didn’t want it now.

The violins paused, and a hush fell over the crowd. A breeze swept up from the ocean, and the scent of salt and primrose filled the air.  

I turned on my heel, and took off running.

I’ve been running ever since.
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“How can you not like whiskey?”

There was a halt in the conversation and Saoirse glanced up from across the table, her blue eyes scanning the crowded booth, wondering which of the young men had spoken. It had never been her intention, to finish what had already been a long day in a bustling tavern at the edge of a city she barely knew. After classes had finished, she’d been intending to go to the library. There was a term paper coming up on the significance of English playwrights, and she needed more sources. But the door was barred with a sign for maintenance, and her two roommates had proposed the tavern as a cheerful alternative.

It will be fun, they’d said. You could use some fun.

They were always saying things like that.

They had walked from the university down the cobbled road, ignoring the pensive girl wedged between them, and chattering eagerly all the while. They could have gone for hours; plans for the coming holiday, a grocery run, ways to avoid the term paper. Then one of them had remembered an impending assignment and both had promptly vanished, scurrying back to the dorms with a promise to return. 

You should go anyway, they’d called. Cathal likes you.

She looked again around the table.

Which one is Cathal?

“I’m sorry?” she stalled, hoping someone would cue her in.

There was a shuffling in the booth as the men reached for their pints and exchanged intoxicated grins. They had been disappointed when a single girl had shown up instead of three, but the fire was warm and the alcohol had smoothed away any sense of competition. At any rate, she was a pleasure to look at. A tall brunette sitting in the center leaned forward with a twinkling smile.

“We’re Irish, sweetheart,” he teased, like she’d somehow forgotten, “this is supposed to be life’s blood to us. Where’s your sense of national pride?”

A dozen sarcastic replies leapt to her tongue, but he was flushed and tipsy and nicer than the rest. She decided he was Cathal, whether he wanted to be or not.

“Maybe I don’t want to play into the stereotype,” she replied lightly, casting a look of false confusion around the bar. “And are you sure we’re in Ireland? I must have read my ticket wrong...”

This was met with a roar of laughter, far louder than was reasonable. The bartender glanced up with an indulgent smile, as the door opened for another patron and a gust of sour ale and spices swept over the room. It was a familiar scene, she’d been dragged along many nights before; the logs smoking in the unkempt hearth, book bags spilling open beneath the table, an assortment of cloaks and stiff riding jackets draped over the chairs. When she’d first arrived in the city, it had baffled her when these weren’t left on hooks by the door. There was a tavern in her childhood village where shoes themselves were optional; if you didn’t like what the matron had prepared, you were welcome to wander back into the kitchen and start cooking yourself. Then she’d gotten pickpocketed her second day, and was promptly disabused of those notions. Now she kept her belongings close like everyone else.

City life, get used to it, Saoirse.

“You’re really funny.” A burly young man with a red-tipped nose was still chuckling after the others had quieted, reaching for his empty pint and raising his glass for the bartender to send over another. “Aoife never said you were funny.”

Aoife, one of the aforementioned roommates.

And a traitor to the core.

“Yes, well...she’s often distracted.” Saoirse glanced around the room, wondering why she’d come in the first place, wondering how much longer she needed to stay. It wasn’t that late, the sun was still hanging low over the water, but it was unlikely her roommates were coming back. Having finished the assignment herself, she knew it would take most of the night, and if she’d be walking by herself, she wanted to get back to the dorm before dark. “I’m famously hilarious, there’s a statue of me in town.”

This was met with another raucous howl, and she slid a few inches lower in her chair—deciding to forsake the idea of community forever and take up a more solitary endeavor. Knitting, or fishing, or looking after sheep on the top of some far flung hill.

Perhaps napping. Could that be a profession?

The bartender arrived a moment later with a towel slung over his shoulder, looking just as ready for the day to end as she was herself. A pair of hawkish eyes swept over the table, as both hands planted on his hips. “What’ll it be, lads?”

They chorused back the same cheerful answer, rapping empty pints on the table with a collective grin. He rolled his eyes and nodded, then turned to the young woman sitting across from them. The one he’d been keeping under casual surveillance since the moment she walked in. She was too pretty to be out by herself, and while he knew the young men well, they’d all been drinking. Rather heavily, that night.

“And for you, lass?”

She hesitated a split second, torn between her usual order and proving the men wrong by ordering something with a bite. She’d just made up her mind when the same brunette who’d spoken earlier lifted his fingers to catch the man’s eye.

“She’ll have a cup of tea. Thanks, Bran.”

It was an unofficial turning point; by some shared instinct, the rest of the men shifted discreetly to the side, losing themselves once more in conversation, as the man slid across the booth, settling himself beside her. He sat there for a moment, like he was steeling himself up, before offering his hand with a little smile.

“I’m Cathal.”

Of course you are.

She smiled in return, shaking. “Saoirse.”

His eyebrows drew together in a mock frown. “Like the statue?”

She let out a genuine laugh, her first of the evening. “One and the same.”

The drinks arrived and she blew off the steam, shivering reflexively as the first sip warmed through her. It was warmer here than where she was from, just slightly, but it was right by the water and that came with a chill.

Cathal watched every moment, pretending not to. “I’ve seen you around a few times,” he ventured, “but I don’t think we have any classes. Is this your first year?”

She nodded swiftly, scalding her tongue. “First year at the university, but I’ve been in the city a while. I got a dispensation to start early.”

This seemed to puzzle him.

“Why?” he asked with a frown.

She stared blankly back, having no prepared answer. It had been almost three years since she’d rolled into town, hitching a ride on the back of a buggy, and not once had anyone asked the question. “Oh, you know...small town girl can’t wait to escape to the big city. It’s not that interesting, really. What year are you?”

As he dissolved into an impromptu monologue, ranging in everything from school to sports, she leaned back in her chair, feeling like she’d dodged a bullet. There was a reason she didn’t tend to frequent the university tavern. There was a reason her friends felt she needed cheering, and made a routine effort to drag her along.

Small town girl escapes to the big city. It was a good cover.

‘But that’s not the whole story, is it?’

She jumped like she’d been burned, muscles taut and pulse racing. There was no one sitting behind her, but it was like the words had been whispered in her ear.

“Did you say something?” she blurted, fingers balled beneath the table.

Cathal paused his story, looking puzzled again. He waited a moment, like he thought she might talk again, before shaking his head. “...about the lake?”

The lake?

In a half-daze, she remembered the tale he’d been telling—one of his brothers and an oversized canoe. Another moment passed, and she shook her head quickly, tucking back her raven hair and forcing a tight-lipped smile.

“Sorry, I was just...what were you saying?”

With a bit more hesitation than before, he launched into the story again. Aoife had warned him that she was a little strange. But she was pretty, and unexpected. A girl who walked into a tavern and ordered tea. He was determined to win her over.

She was already gone.

It didn’t happen, she told herself in silent defiance, forcing what she hoped was a friendly expression as the man across from her droned on. You’re imagining things. It wouldn’t happen now, here. That was years ago, and it was probably in my head.

This was the story she’d been telling to herself.

Another good cover, ripping at the seams.

“—so we carried it back a few miles, but Donngal had twisted his ankle and insisted on riding inside—”

She nodded along with a painted smile.

It didn’t happen, there was nothing to worry about. She was safe here, in the warmth of a tavern, surrounded by a sea of strangers, so many miles away from home.

She lifted the tea to her lips, took a deliberate sip.

She was safe. Nothing but the flight of an overactive imagination.

‘If that’s what you need to tell yourself...’

She jumped with a gasp and the tea went spilling from her hands, pouring to the ground in a cloud of fragrance. Cathal leapt back with a startled curse, saving himself from what might have been some nasty burns, as a sudden hush fell over the rest of the table. By the time she lifted her head, pale and dripping, seven pairs of eyes were locked onto her own.

She went dead still, an explanation freezing on her lips.

I never should have left the dorm.

***
[image: ]


“SAOIRSE—WAIT!”

The streetlamps were just turning on when Saoirse burst out of the tavern, cramming her hands into her pockets and hurrying down the road. She was used to the smell that came with them, the slow-burning oil tickling the inside of her nose; but things had changed a great deal, even in the last few years, and the city lights had no scent. She’d heard, on the fancier side of town, a few of them were actually electric.

“Saoirse!”

She let out a sigh, closing her eyes for the briefest moment, as the voice behind her grew louder. It was soon paired with the quick-slap of footsteps as the handsome man she’d nearly burned in the tavern came racing up to her side.

I could be in the library right now. I could be literally anywhere else.

She turned a second before he could reach her, deciding it better to face the music head-on. There was a splash of tea on his jacket, but otherwise, he didn’t look that angry. If anything, he was bewildered. She’d rushed without a word into the cold.

“Hey, are you all right?” he gasped, trying to catch his breath. A horse-drawn buggy rattled past them, and he pulled her without thinking to the side of the road. “I didn’t even see what happened. One second things were fine, and then you were just...gone.”

She sucked in a quick breath, wondering how many people over the course of her life had said those exact words. “I’m fine—I’m sorry,” she said in a single breath. “I just...I guess I’m not feeling that well. I hope I didn’t burn you with the tea.”

He glanced down at his coat, like he was just remembering, before looking back up with the hint of a smile. “You didn’t burn me. But I’ve never had that reaction to my canoe story. My brothers swear it’s a bore—maybe they’re right.”

She stared a split second before letting out a breath of laughter—something she would have deemed impossible just a few minutes before. “No, it was a good story, don’t let them convince you otherwise.” There was a slight pause, and she felt her cheeks blush. “I really am sorry. I don’t know what came over me. Dizzy spell.”

He stared down at her, softened completely by the blush.

“That’s all right,” he coaxed, trying to catch her eye, “it was getting too loud in there anyway. At any rate, it gives me an excuse to walk you home.”

He offered his arm gallantly between them. She hesitated another moment, then slipped hers inside. Together, the two of them began walking down the cobbled road, curving away from the city lights and down towards the waterfront. It was lovely there, but colder—that may have been his intention. No sooner had the wind swept a gust of chill over the pier, than he draped his thick jacket over her shoulders.

“Don’t be brave,” she joked, half-lifting it back off. “You’ll freeze.”

He scoffed, like such things were beneath him. “Please, this couldn’t freeze me.” The wind gusted again, and he shivered. “So...you don’t want to play into the stereotype?” he quoted, arching an eyebrow. “Or is that just something you say to men in bars so you don’t get swamped in drinks?”

She laughed again, casting a look to the side.

He really was handsome, she hadn’t really noticed until they stepped outside. It was an easy kind of handsome, with gently waving hair, broad shoulders, and dimples at the corner of his smile. It was the kind of handsome that should have quickened the heartrate. The kind her roommates would have pressed upon her to cheer Saoirse up.

She let out a breath, trying to make an effort. She wasn’t un-cheerful, after all.

“Those stereotypes are real, I’m afraid. You know,” she kicked a pebble with her boot, “country girl, first time in the big city.” She glanced up with a half-smile. “You probably think I brew my own liquor.”

The smile derailed him. He beamed in reply.

“Not in the slightest,” he answered without hesitation. “In fact, I think you’ve got something that all these city girls don’t.”

The pathway trailed into a bridge and they came to a stop.

“Oh yeah?” she quipped. “What’s that?”

His cheeks flushed, and he lifted a shoulder in a tiny shrug. “Me, if you like.”

Her face stilled in surprise, and she looked up at him.

It was exactly the kind of situation she’d dreamed about as a girl. Sunset bridge in the city, handsome man with a twinkling smile. It was exactly the kind of situation the rest of the girls in her dorm would have jumped at—defying their vicious house-mistresses to sneak out the window and fall into his arms.

He leaned a little closer, and her heart quickened.

Am I really going to do this?

This time, the voice whispering in her ear was her own.

Maybe it was the sunset. Maybe it was the tea. Maybe it was those damn whispers that had chased her halfway across the country, refusing to let her rest. But she suddenly didn’t want anything to do with them. She wanted to stop worrying, to stop running. To be a seventeen-year-old girl who didn’t need cheering up.

On impulse, she lifted onto the tip of her toes. Their faces leaned together.

“Pardon me.”

A croaking voice echoed suddenly behind them, something dug straight from the bottom of a grave. They sprang apart with a gasp, then turned to see a woman as old as time standing on the pathway, the wrinkles around her eyes doing nothing to hide the wry expression as they quickly dropped hands.

“Can I help you?” Cathal asked, probably thinking she was crazy. The woman looked more like a specter than anything that could have happened in real life.

She ignored him, keeping her eyes on Saoirse. “Are you Betha’s girl?”

Saoirse blinked; it was the last thing in the world she’d been expecting to hear.

“She’s my grandmother.” A pause. “You know her?”

The woman gave a curt nod. “She’s dead.”
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