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PROLOGUE
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The sea did not forgive.

That was the first thing Sadhbh Ní Riain learned before she ever learned her letters, before she learned how to gut a mackerel cleanly or knot wet rope with numb fingers or keep her mouth shut when old women in Port na Gealaí lowered their voices around her family name.

The sea remembered.

It remembered storms men swore never happened. It remembered bodies never recovered. It remembered promises spoken in panic and broken in daylight.

And, sometimes, when the tide pulled strangely beneath the harbour pilings at night, it remembered blood.

Sadhbh stood alone at the edge of the western pier with salt stiffening the cuffs of her wool coat and rain needling sideways across the harbour. The village behind her glowed amber through the fog — pub windows, kitchen lamps, the blue fluorescent flicker of the chip shop sign that had buzzed since she was six years old.

Ordinary light.

Human light.

The kind that made people think they were safe.

Below the pier, black water slammed against stone hard enough to shake the boards under her boots.

Three boats were still missing.

The radio mast above the harbour office crackled uselessly in the wind.

And the tide was moving wrong.

Sadhbh felt it in her teeth.

She closed her eyes.

Just for a second.

The pull came instantly.

Cold flooded the base of her spine first — then climbed vertebra by vertebra until her lungs tightened around a breath she could not quite finish. The sea pressed against her mind like a giant living thing rolling in its sleep.

North.

Deep water.

Fear.

A child crying.

Her eyes snapped open.

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered.

Not because of the vision.

Because she recognised the voice inside it.

Finn.

The harbour bell rang once through the rain.

Then again.

Emergency signal.

Behind her, doors slammed open up the hill. Voices rose. Running footsteps echoed down the slick streets toward the harbour.

Sadhbh forced herself to breathe normally.

Normal girls did not hear the tide.

Normal women did not feel storms inside their ribcages.

And normal families definitely did not bury their daughters in secret histories and teach them, from childhood, never to answer when the sea called their names.

She shoved both freezing hands into her coat pockets and walked fast toward the harbour office before panic could settle visibly on her face.

The village met disaster the same way it met funerals — loudly, shoulder-first, and carrying flasks.

Half the town crowded the harbour road already.

Men in reflective waterproofs shouted over the gale while lifeboat volunteers hauled gear from the storage shed. Somebody’s auntie was forcing tea into people’s hands directly beside active emergency vehicles. Two teenagers from the secondary school stood pretending not to cry beside the railings.

Sadhbh pushed through them carefully.

“No signal yet?” she asked.

Colm Murphy looked up from the radio desk, exhausted and soaked through. “Nothing since twenty-two hundred.”

Her stomach tightened.

The missing trawler — The Róisín Dubh — should have returned hours ago.

Three crew.

One child.

Finn should never have been aboard in weather like this.

But his mother had pneumonia, his grandfather’s hip had gone again, and in villages like Port na Gealaí practicality often outranked caution right until catastrophe arrived to punish everyone equally.

“Coast Guard’s coming from Galway,” Colm said. “Weather window’s collapsing.”

“It already collapsed.”

He looked at her sharply.

Sadhbh immediately regretted saying it.

People noticed things here. Tone shifts. Silences. Wrong instincts.

Especially about her.

“You heard something?” he asked carefully.

“No.” Too quick.

Outside, thunder cracked over the harbour hard enough to rattle the windows.

But it was not thunder.

Not fully.

Sadhbh felt the vibration low in her bones.

Ancient.

Massive.

Awake.

The radio screamed with static.

Everyone in the room jumped.

Then a voice burst through the interference.

“...repeat — repeat — not alone in the water—”

Static swallowed the rest.

Colm grabbed the receiver. “Róisín Dubh, repeat your coordinates.”

Nothing.

Only waves.

Then—

A sound.

Not mechanical.

Not human.

A low echoing call that rolled through the speakers like whale-song dragged across broken glass.

Every person in the room went still.

One of the older fishermen crossed himself automatically.

Sadhbh’s blood turned to ice.

Because she knew that sound.

Her grandmother used to wake screaming from it.

The tide had found them again.

The harbour office door slammed open hard enough to shake the frame.

Wind tore through the room carrying rain and seawater and the sharp metallic smell of lightning.

A man stepped inside.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Black coat soaked dark with seawater.

Not village-made clothing. Not mainland either.

Everything about him looked wrong for the modern world somehow — the cut of his coat, the silver clasp at his throat, the stillness in him despite the storm roaring outside.

Water pooled around his boots.

The room stared.

He stared back with eyes the colour of deep Atlantic water before dawn.

Then his gaze landed on Sadhbh.

And held.

Recognition hit her like a knife beneath the ribs.

Not memory exactly.

Something older.

Something impossible.

The sea inside her surged violently enough to make her dizzy.

The stranger looked exhausted.

Furious.

Relieved.

All at once.

When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of something ancient trying very hard to sound human.

“At last,” he said quietly.

The radio behind them exploded into static again.

Outside, every light along the harbour flickered at once.

Then died.

Darkness swallowed Port na Gealaí whole.

And somewhere beneath the crashing Atlantic, something enormous began to rise.
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Nobody in Port na Gealaí slept during a blackout.

Not properly.

People pretended to. They boiled kettles on camping stoves, lit candles in jam jars, stood at windows pretending they were only checking weather instead of watching neighbours through lace curtains. The village had survived enough Atlantic winters to understand that darkness rarely arrived alone.

By midnight the harbour road looked like a pilgrimage route.

Torchlight moved through the rain in restless clusters while generators growled outside the pub and the church hall opened for emergency shelter. Someone had dragged crates of bottled water across the square. Somebody else was already handing out sausage rolls nobody could identify the origin of. Disaster hospitality moved faster than official response.

Sadhbh hated that her body still knew where the stranger stood before she even entered the hall.

Near the far wall.

Dry now somehow.

Watching everything.

Watching her.

The storm had not eased. Wind hammered the old stone building hard enough to shake the stained-glass windows overhead, but the man from the harbour remained unnervingly still among the noise and movement.

Not detached.

Contained.

That was worse somehow.

Finn was alive.

Barely.

The rescue boat had found the boy drifting half-conscious inside a broken emergency buoy cage nearly two kilometres west of the harbour mouth. One fisherman remained missing. Another had been dragged ashore blue-lipped and shaking hard enough to crack his own teeth.

Nobody could explain the damage done to the trawler.

The hull looked torn open.

Not smashed.

Opened.

Sadhbh stood near the tea station gripping a paper cup gone cold in her hands while Máire Keane whispered aggressively beside her.

“You know him.”

“I don’t.”

“That’s a lie.”

Sadhbh took a careful sip she did not want. “You accuse people of witchcraft this casually often, or am I special?”

Máire ignored that. “You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

“I looked like the harbour lost power during a storm.”

“No.”

Older women from the parish moved around them carrying blankets and glucose biscuits with military precision. Somewhere in the hall a toddler started crying. The priest was helping stack folding chairs beside the altar rail while pretending he was not eavesdropping.

Tiny village.

No privacy.

No mercy.

Sadhbh felt the stranger’s eyes on her again.

The sensation rolled low through her stomach in a way she deeply resented.

Because attraction was one thing.

Recognition was another.

And whatever happened inside her body every time he looked directly at her felt dangerously close to memory.

She set the untouched tea down.

“I’m getting air.”

Máire snorted. “You’re getting haunted, is what you’re getting.”

Outside, rain lashed sideways across the church steps.

The village square beyond the gates glowed dimly under emergency floodlights. Wet stone reflected silver. Sea wind carried salt clear into the centre of town.

Sadhbh wrapped her coat tighter and descended the steps fast before somebody else stopped her for questions she could not answer.

“You hear it too.”

The voice behind her halted her instantly.

Not loud.

Not threatening.

Certain.

She turned slowly.

The stranger stood beneath the archway without a coat now, dark hair damp against his forehead, expression unreadable in the flickering generator light.

Up close he looked less mythical.

Which somehow made him worse.

There was exhaustion carved into him. Old grief. The sharp alertness of somebody who had survived too long by never fully relaxing.

Human things.

Dangerous things.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Yes, you do.”

“No, actually, I’m from a tiny Irish fishing village where strange men appearing during supernatural maritime disasters is thankfully uncommon.”

For the first time, something almost like amusement flickered across his face.

It changed him completely.

Not softer.

Sadder.

“As expected,” he murmured.

“Right, that’s enough of that cryptic shite.”

She moved to pass him.

The sea roared.

Not outside.

Inside her.

Sadhbh staggered hard enough to hit the church wall.

Pain exploded behind her ribs.

Images crashed through her mind so violently she nearly screamed.

Black water swallowing towers.

Silver crowns beneath waves.

Bodies drifting through underwater halls lined with candles still burning impossibly blue.

And him—

Standing alone at the centre of it all while an ocean tore a kingdom apart around him.

The vision vanished instantly.

She sucked air sharply through her teeth.

The stranger caught her arm before she lost balance completely.

Warm hand.

Solid grip.

Not ownership.

Steadying.

“Easy,” he said quietly.

Sadhbh yanked herself free on instinct.

“What the hell was that?”

Rain battered the stone around them.

Neither answered immediately.

Inside the church hall somebody started singing softly to calm frightened children.

An old Irish lullaby.

The sound cut through the storm strangely enough to make Sadhbh’s throat tighten.

The stranger watched her carefully.

“You’ve begun hearing the deep tide.”

“That sentence alone should get you psychiatric evaluation.”

“It means the barrier is failing.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“You will.”

“I would actually prefer not to.”

His gaze shifted briefly toward the harbour beyond the village roofs.

The expression on his face changed again.

Fear.

Real fear this time.

Not for himself.

For everyone else.

“The sea remembers what was done to it,” he said.

Sadhbh laughed once in disbelief. “You keep talking like the Atlantic’s an offended grandmother.”

“In many ways,” he said softly, “that would be less dangerous.”

Silence stretched between them.

Wind tore leaves across the church path.

Closer now, Sadhbh could see faint silver markings beneath the skin near his throat — not tattoos exactly. More like scars catching moonlight beneath flesh.

Not human.

Definitely not human.

Every instinct she possessed screamed to run.

Another part of her — older, quieter, more terrible — wanted to step closer instead.

The church door burst open behind them.

Finn launched himself down the steps before any adult could stop him.

“Sadhbh!”

She barely had time to brace before the boy collided into her waist hard enough to nearly knock her backward.

Alive.

Warm.

Shaking.

She crouched instantly, hands on his shoulders.

“You’re meant to be inside.”

“So are you.”

Fair point.

Finn’s wet hair stuck wildly across his forehead while his oversized borrowed blanket dragged half through puddles behind him. His face still looked too pale beneath the square lights.

“You scared everybody,” she said more gently.

Finn swallowed.

“I know.”

Then his eyes lifted past her.

Toward the stranger.

The boy froze instantly.

Absolute silence.

No fidgeting.

No childlike curiosity.

Only recognition.

Pure and awful.

The stranger went still too.

Sadhbh looked between them slowly.

Finn whispered first.

“The sea called him the lost prince.”

The world seemed to tilt sideways.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

Every light in the square flickered violently.

The wind stopped.

Completely.

The storm had been working on the village since dusk, patient as an old grudge.

It had started with the little domestic warnings people pretended not to respect. Kettles boiling louder than usual. Dogs refusing to settle. Boats knocking twice against their moorings in a pattern the older fishermen did not like. The harbour lights blinking once, then steadying, as if the whole village had briefly lost its nerve.

Sadhbh noticed all of it because Port na Gealaí had trained her badly.

You could leave a place, build a life elsewhere, learn different roads, different shops, different ways to sleep through weather. But a coastal village lodged itself in the body. Even after years away, part of her still counted seconds between lightning and thunder. Part of her still listened for bells at the wrong hour. Part of her still knew the difference between ordinary Atlantic temper and the strange held breath that came before something broke.

Inside the school hall, people made jokes because fear needed somewhere to put its hands.

Mrs Brennan accused the storm of poor manners. Father Muir claimed the wiring was old, which was both true and obviously not the full truth. Colm argued about generator maintenance with the confidence of a man who had never successfully maintained anything more complicated than a kettle. Children chased each other between stacked chairs until three adults told them to stop and one secretly let them continue because movement was better than crying.

Finn sat apart near the stage.

That was what Sadhbh noticed before the blackout.

Not dramatically apart. Not in a way that invited concern from people who liked concern to arrive with witnesses. Just slightly outside the nearest circle, shoulders tucked in, eyes turned toward the rain-dark windows as if something out there had said his name too quietly for adults to hear.

He had always been a listening child.

Some children filled rooms because silence frightened them. Finn did the opposite. He entered silence like a shoreline, careful-footed, noticing what washed up.

Sadhbh crossed to him with two plastic cups of weak orange squash because children accepted concern more easily when it arrived pretending to be refreshments.

“You look like you’re either receiving prophecy or judging the biscuits.”

Finn glanced up. “Both can happen.”

“Efficient.”

He took the cup but did not drink.

Beyond the glass, the harbour lights blurred in rain. The sea was invisible except where it broke white against the wall, and even that looked wrong tonight. Too rhythmic. Too patient.

“What are you hearing?” Sadhbh asked softly.

Finn’s fingers tightened around the cup.

For a moment she thought he would deny it. Children learned denial from adults quicker than table manners.

Then he whispered, “Someone knocking under the water.”

The words moved through her colder than the storm.

She did not laugh.

That mattered. She saw it matter to him. His shoulders dropped one fraction, the smallest relief.

“How long?”

“Since before dinner.”

“Did it say anything?”

Finn looked toward the dark window.

“Not words.”

The lights overhead flickered.

Conversation stumbled across the hall, then recovered too loudly. Someone clapped as if electricity were a pub performer needing encouragement.

Sadhbh kept her eyes on Finn.

The boy swallowed.

“It feels lonely.”

That was the first true warning.

Not hungry. Not angry. Lonely.

Sadhbh would remember that later and hate herself for not understanding fast enough.

The blackout hit before she could answer.

A sudden hard dark swallowed the hall, and every small human noise sharpened: a child gasping, rain slamming roof panels, plastic cups tipping, Mrs Brennan saying something deeply unsuitable near the tea urn.

Then Finn spoke into the dark.

Not loudly.

But the whole room heard.

“Don’t answer it.”

Nobody moved.

Far below the village, something knocked back.

For one impossible heartbeat, Port na Gealaí fell silent beneath the storm.

And from somewhere far below the Atlantic Ocean, something answered Finn back.

The answer did not arrive as sound alone. It moved first through the floorboards, then through the rainwater trapped in the gutters, then through every glass of tea abandoned on every folding table in the hall. Cups trembled. Spoons chimed. The old basketball hoop above the stage creaked once, softly, as if something enormous had breathed against the far side of the world.

Sadhbh felt Finn’s small hand find hers in the dark. His fingers were damp and freezing. He did not squeeze like a child asking comfort. He held on like someone trying not to be pulled through a door nobody else could see.

“It knows I heard,” he whispered.

No one answered. No adult in the room had the courage to turn that sentence into a conversation. Around them, Port na Gealaí gathered itself into shapes Sadhbh knew too well: mothers pulling children close, men stepping forward because pride had legs before sense did, old women going still because memory had reached the room before explanation.

The generator outside coughed, failed, caught again, then died with a smell of hot metal. In the renewed darkness, phone screens bloomed across the hall like small frightened moons. The light made everyone look unfinished. Half faces. Wet hair. Open mouths. Fear sharpening cheekbones and softening spines.

“No one goes outside,” Colm said, but his voice cracked on the last word.

That was all it took for panic to test the room. A man near the doors muttered that his wife was still at the lower road. Someone else said the harbour office had first-aid supplies. Someone else wanted the Guards. Practical excuses, all of them. Human excuses. The sort people used when staying still became unbearable.

Then Cael stepped away from the wall.

He did not raise his voice. He did not perform command like the local politicians did every election season, all wet handshakes and bright lies. He simply moved, and the room noticed because some bodies carried old authority whether they wanted it or not.

“Stay within stone and light,” he said.

Mrs Brennan, never one to let terror silence good suspicion, snapped, “And who exactly made you emergency management?”

A murmur moved through the hall. It should have broken the spell. It nearly did. Sadhbh would have loved her for it under any other circumstances.

Cael looked at the old woman with grave courtesy. “Someone who has seen what comes when people answer deep-water knocking.”

The room went quiet again.

Sadhbh hated him a little for being effective. She hated herself more for being relieved.

Finn’s nails pressed crescents into her palm. “It’s lonely,” he said again, but this time the words sounded worse. Not sympathetic. Repeated. As if something below had found the shape of his thought and was trying it on.

Sadhbh crouched in front of him, blocking his view of the doors. “Listen to me. Whatever it is, it does not get to use your voice without asking.”

His lower lip trembled. “What if it asks nicely?”

“Then it can wait until morning like every other emotionally unstable caller.”

A tiny, terrified laugh escaped him. It steadied her more than it steadied him.

Behind them, Máire began ordering people away from the windows. Not asking. Ordering. She shoved candles into hands, sent teenagers to stack chairs against the side entrance, and told Father Muir to stop looking spiritual and find blankets. The village obeyed because Irish disaster had always understood one sacred truth: in a crisis, the aunties outranked God.

Sadhbh rose slowly. The stranger — Cael, though she did not yet know why his name had already begun knocking around the inside of her skull — watched Finn with a guarded pain that did not belong to curiosity. He knew something. Of course he did. Men arriving from storms always knew something and shared it only after maximum inconvenience.

“If you have information,” she said, “now would be gorgeous.”

His gaze moved to her. “The boy should not have heard it.”

“That is not information. That is regret wearing a coat.”

Something almost human crossed his face. “Then this: the thing below the harbour is answering old blood. If it finds the child first, it will speak through him until there is nothing left of his own voice.”

The world seemed to thin around her.

Sadhbh looked at Finn, at his soaked hair and too-large blanket and the small determined set of his jaw. She thought of every adult who had ever called him sensitive as if tenderness were an inconvenience. She thought of the missing trawler, the torn hull, the voice on the radio saying not alone in the water. She thought of her grandmother locking mirrors with hands that shook.

Then, from beneath the hall, three slow knocks answered the three beats of Finn’s frightened pulse.

Everyone heard them.

This time, nobody pretended it was plumbing.

Cael turned toward the floor as if toward an enemy he had known for centuries. Sadhbh felt the sea rise inside her, furious and familiar, and realised with a clarity that frightened her more than the dark that the village was not merely under threat.

It had been waiting to be recognised.

Far below Port na Gealaí, something knocked again. And this time, Finn whispered back before Sadhbh could stop him.

He did not speak loudly. He did not need to. The whisper threaded through the hall, through the dark, through every person who had ever lost someone to water and learned to leave the last sentence unfinished. Sadhbh saw faces change around her: grief becoming attention, attention becoming fear. The sea did not have to break the doors down if it could make the living open them from the inside.

Cael stepped closer to Finn, but Sadhbh moved first, putting herself between the child and the stranger before thought could make a coward of her. “No,” she said, low enough that only the three of them heard. “Whatever he is to your problem, he is a child first.” Cael’s eyes met hers, and the shock there was not insult. It was recognition, as if in all his old courts and drowned histories, someone choosing the child over the crown had become a rare and dangerous language.

Outside, the rain stopped hitting the roof. Not eased. Stopped. The silence afterward was so sudden that the whole hall seemed to lean toward it. Somewhere in the square, water began running uphill. Sadhbh could hear it clearly, a thin bright trickle climbing stone step by stone step toward the church doors. Her grandmother’s voice returned in memory, sharp as a pin: when the tide climbs without the moon, hide the children and salt the thresholds.

“Máire,” Sadhbh said, without taking her eyes off Cael. “Find salt.” Máire did not ask why. That, more than anything, told Sadhbh the old stories had never truly been stories at all.
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The answer came through Finn.

Not in words at first.

The boy’s body locked against Sadhbh’s knees, every small bone in him going rigid beneath the borrowed blanket. His eyes rolled upward until only a crescent of dark iris remained, and the wet square around them filled with a sound like a thousand shells being crushed beneath deep water.

Sadhbh dropped to her knees in the rain.

“Finn.”

The child did not blink.

Inside the church hall, people began moving toward the doors, drawn by the sudden silence outside the way villagers were drawn to smoke, sirens, and other people’s business. Máire shouted something from the threshold. Colm swore. The priest called for everyone to stay inside, which meant absolutely nobody did.

Sadhbh put both hands on Finn’s face, forcing gentleness into fingers that wanted to shake with panic.

“Finn, look at me.”

His lips parted.

When he spoke, the voice was his and not his.

“Crown-blood wakes crown-debt.”

The words moved through the square like a physical thing.

Lights burst in every window along the harbour road.

Not light from bulbs. Not fire. Something blue-white and cold, rising behind glass as if the sea itself had climbed into people’s homes and lit their kitchens from beneath the floorboards.

A woman screamed.

The church bell rang once though nobody touched the rope.

Cael moved.

He crossed the distance between them so quickly Sadhbh barely saw the first step. One moment he stood beneath the archway, rain silvering his hair; the next he was crouched beside Finn with two fingers pressed lightly to the boy’s wrist.

“Do not fight the voice,” he said.

Sadhbh snapped her head toward him. “Do not give mystical medical advice to an unconscious child.”

“He is not unconscious.”

“He’s seven.”

“Then speak to him as himself.”

“I was doing that before you arrived like a haunted aristocrat in a coat.”

Cael’s gaze cut to hers, sharp and startled, but he did not rise to the bait. Infuriatingly, that made him harder to hate.

Finn convulsed once.

Sadhbh caught him before his head struck the stone.

The sound beneath the square deepened.

Paving stones trembled. Rain lifted off the ground in small impossible beads, hanging in the air around them like spilled pearls. Every instinct in Sadhbh’s body turned animal. Run. Hide. Deny. Survive.

But Finn’s fingers clutched weakly at her sleeve.

So she stayed.

Of course she stayed.

That was how people ruined themselves in Port na Gealaí. Not with grand vows. With one hand on a frightened child and no exit that would let them live with themselves afterward.

“Finn,” she said, lowering her forehead until it nearly touched his. “It’s Sadhbh. You’re on the church steps. You’re freezing. You owe me one hot chocolate and a packet of those awful marshmallows you like. Come back now.”

The boy’s mouth trembled.

Cael’s hand hovered above Finn’s chest, careful not to touch without permission even now, even in disaster. Sadhbh noticed that against her will. Noticed and filed it somewhere dangerous.

Finn whispered again.

“The queen was not dead.”

Cael went utterly still.

That got him.

Good, Sadhbh thought viciously, because terror liked company.

“The queen,” Finn said, voice thinning into something far away, “was salted beneath the moon door.”

A crack opened through the square.

It began at the base of the church steps and ran down between the wet cobbles toward the harbour road, fine as a hairline at first, then widening with a noise like bone under pressure.

People finally screamed properly.

Máire launched herself down the steps, grabbed two teenagers by their collars, and shoved them backward into the hall with the authority of every Irish woman who had ever decided survival was not a democratic process.

“Inside, ye absolute eejits!” she roared.

The crack filled with seawater.

Not rainwater.

Seawater.

It rose from below the village in a bright, glowing seam.

Sadhbh stared at it, cold recognition spreading through her chest.

There were old stories about Port na Gealaí. Every village had them. Half-warning, half-boast, dragged out at wakes when drink softened mouths and memory turned dramatic. Stories about the first harbour being built over older stone. Stories about bells heard beneath spring tides. Stories about women in the Ní Riain line who never drowned, no matter how often the sea took them.

Her grandmother had called those stories rubbish in public.

At home, she had locked every mirror during storms.

Cael rose slowly.

The silver marks beneath his skin had brightened.

“Get them away from the square,” he said.

Sadhbh looked up at him. “Excuse me?”

“The ground is opening.”

“Yes, I had gathered that from the large magical crack full of ocean.”

His mouth tightened. “Sadhbh.”

Her name in his voice struck harder than it should have.

Not because he said it beautifully.

Because he said it like he had been trying not to for years.

She hated that. Hated him a little for it. Hated the sea more.

Finn gasped.

His eyes snapped back into focus.

The hanging rain fell all at once.

Sound returned to the world in a rush: crying, shouting, the groan of the church doors, the deep thud of waves slamming the harbour wall far below.

Finn looked straight at Sadhbh.

“Don’t let them take me under.”

Sadhbh’s heart broke so sharply she nearly missed the shape rising from the flooded crack.

A hand.

Long-fingered.

Pale as moonlit bone.

It gripped the edge of the cobbles from beneath.

Then another.

Someone behind Sadhbh sobbed a prayer.

Cael stepped in front of them.

“No,” he said.

One word.

No shout. No performance.

The air changed anyway.

The thing beneath the cobbles paused.

Sadhbh pulled Finn into her arms and backed up the steps, every movement slow because panic made fools and fools died first in stories like this.

The creature hauled itself from the seam.

It was shaped almost like a woman, if grief had drawn the outline and the deep sea had filled in the rest. Hair floated around its head though no water held it. Its skin shimmered with scales so fine they looked like bruised silk. Pearls were sewn into the torn remnants of a gown across its chest, and where its mouth should have been there was only a dark vertical slit moving soundlessly.

The eyes were human.

That was the worst part.

Not monstrous eyes. Not blank or glowing or comfortably alien.

Human eyes, full of a terrible recognition.

They fixed on Cael.

Then on Finn.

Then on Sadhbh.

The creature bowed.

Not to Cael.

To her.

The village saw it.

That was the true disaster.

Sadhbh felt the attention hit her from every side. Dozens of witnesses. Neighbours. Parish women. Lifeboat volunteers. Children. The butcher’s wife. Two Guards from the roadblock. People who knew what time she bought milk and whether her bins went out late. People who had watched her grow from strange child to difficult woman and were now being handed a reason for every suspicion they had ever been too polite to say aloud.

No coming back from this.

The creature opened its mouth-slit.

A voice poured out like water over stone.

“Blood of Riain. Tide of vow. The drowned court petitions entry.”

Sadhbh stared.

Then, because her brain had clearly chosen violence over survival, she said, “Tell it to make an appointment.”

Máire made a strangled sound behind her that might have been horror or admiration.

Cael looked over his shoulder at Sadhbh.

For half a second, despite the flooded square and the impossible creature and the child shaking in her arms, something like warmth moved through his face.

There and gone.

Then he turned back.

“She does not answer petitions tonight,” he said.

The creature’s head tilted.

“Lost prince speaks without crown.”

Cael’s jaw flexed.

Sadhbh heard the insult land even without understanding the politics. Some wounds announced themselves. A man did not need to explain the bruise if he flinched when someone named it.

Finn whispered into her coat, “It’s sad.”

“The monster?” Sadhbh asked, very quietly.

“The lady.”

Of course.

Of course the child would find sorrow in the nightmare climbing out of the street. Finn had always been like that. Bringing injured gulls home in shoeboxes. Crying over dead bees on windowsills. Telling adults uncomfortable truths while eating toast with jam on his chin.

The creature heard him.

Its human eyes softened.

Then the seam in the square widened again.

From beneath came voices.

Many voices.

Not singing.

Calling.

Cael moved backward one step. Not retreat. Positioning.

“Sadhbh,” he said, still facing the creature, “take Finn inside.”

“No.”

“This is not a debate.”

“Congratulations, you’ve reached the part of the evening where I stop obeying strange men with glowing neck veins.”

“They will use him as a door.”

That shut her up.

Finn’s arms tightened around her neck.

Cael did look at her then.

The rain had plastered his shirt to his shoulders. The silver under his skin pulsed brighter with each widening breath of the sea under the stones. He was afraid, Sadhbh realised again. Not theatrically. Not for effect. Afraid in the careful way of someone counting losses before they happened.

“The boy is an oracle,” he said. “Untrained. Unshielded. Every drowned thing beneath this coast will hear him if the barrier opens fully.”

“You’re saying that like it should make sense.”

“I know.”

That quiet honesty did more damage than explanation would have.

Another figure rose beneath the crack.

Then another.

Hands. Faces. Torn court finery. Salt-white hair. Eyes too human.

The drowned were not marching.

They were pleading.

That made it worse.

Sadhbh had expected evil to feel cleaner.

But this felt like grief starved into violence.

The first creature stretched one pale hand toward Finn.

Cael lifted his own hand.

Water surged up between them like a wall.

For a breath, the square became a chamber of blue light. Sadhbh saw Cael fully in it — not merely handsome, not merely strange, but marked by loss in a way that made the air around him seem heavier. A prince without a court. A man carrying a title like a punishment.

The wall of water held.

Barely.

Cael’s knees bent under the pressure.

Sadhbh felt the strain through the ground.

The drowned pressed harder.

Windows cracked along the square.

A little girl inside the hall screamed for her mother.

That sound did what prophecy could not.

It made Sadhbh furious.

Not brave.

Furious.

Because adults could be foolish about destiny if they wanted, but children were supposed to be allowed hot chocolate and schoolbags and sleep. Children were not doors. Children were not offerings. Children were not leverage for ancient water politics conducted by people too dead to have manners.

The sea inside Sadhbh rose.

It did not ask permission.

She shifted Finn onto Máire, who had crept close enough to grab him.

“Sadhbh,” Máire said, voice breaking. “What are you doing?”

“No idea.”

Honest. Terrifying. Accurate.

Finn caught her sleeve. “Don’t go near them.”

“I’m not going near them.”

“You are.”

“Fine. Don’t become a solicitor, you’ll be unbearable.”

His mouth trembled.

She touched his cheek once.

Then she stepped down from the church steps into the flooded square.

Cael saw her coming.

“No.”

“Everyone’s very fond of that word tonight.”

“You are unbound.”

“I’m also annoyed.”

“Sadhbh, if you call the tide without training—”

“I didn’t say I was calling anything.”

But the sea heard her anyway.

It always had.

The flooded seam flared under her boots. Cold surged up through leather, through bone, through blood. She should have screamed. Instead, she breathed in and tasted salt so strong it felt like memory.

Her grandmother’s kitchen.

Locked mirrors.

Hands teaching her how to make soda bread while thunder moved offshore.

Never answer it, Sadhbhín.

Never let the sea know you are lonely.

Too late, Gran.

The first drowned woman turned fully toward her.

“Blood of Riain,” it said again.

Sadhbh lifted her chin.

“My name is Sadhbh.”

The square shook.

Cael stared at her as if that mattered.

As if a name given freely was a blade.

Maybe it was.

The water around Sadhbh’s boots climbed upward in thin spirals. Not touching her skin. Waiting. The sensation terrified her so much she nearly laughed.

Of all the things she had inherited, why could it not have been decent cheekbones and a cottage without damp?

The drowned woman lowered her head.

“We petition passage.”

“No.”

The word left Sadhbh before thought could polish it.

The drowned recoiled.

So did half the village.

Cael’s water shield flickered.

Sadhbh continued because stopping felt more dangerous than speaking.

“You don’t come through a child. You don’t crack open my village. You don’t crawl out of the road in front of Mrs Brennan and her blood pressure and call it diplomacy.”

Máire whispered, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

The drowned woman’s mouth-slit opened wider.

“We are owed return.”

“Take that up with whoever owed you.”

“You carry vow-blood.”

“I carry a Tesco loyalty card and emotional damage. Be specific.”

A sound moved through the drowned.

Not laughter.

Not anger.

Recognition maybe.

Cael had gone very still again. His eyes were fixed on Sadhbh with something raw beneath restraint, and she could not afford to look at him properly. Not while the ground was full of ghosts. Not while the village was watching her become the thing it had always suspected.

The drowned woman lifted both hands.

Water rose behind her.

In it, Sadhbh saw a city.

Not a vision this time.

A memory offered.

White towers beneath moonlit waves. Bridges made of pearl bone and black stone. Markets lit by floating lamps. Children racing along corridors where seals slept across thresholds. A throne room open to the sea. A woman in a crown of salt-crystal and starlight, her face turned away.

Then fire.

Not ordinary fire.

Green fire burning underwater.

Screaming.

Doors sealed.

A crown sinking through blood-dark water.

And Cael, younger somehow, reaching too late.

Sadhbh staggered.

The memory withdrew.

Rain slapped her face.

The square returned.

The drowned woman watched her.

“We were betrayed above,” she said. “Buried below. Bound by Riain blood.”

Sadhbh could barely breathe.

Her family had not merely hidden from the sea.

They had locked something in it.

Cael spoke behind the shield, voice rough. “Not tonight.”

The drowned turned on him with sudden venom.

“Not yours to command, crownless son.”

Cael flinched again.

Small.

But Sadhbh saw it.

And because she was apparently determined to become every family warning at once, she stepped between them.

“Don’t speak to him like that.”

Cael’s head snapped toward her.

The drowned woman’s eyes sharpened.

The village collectively inhaled.

Sadhbh immediately regretted several life choices.

Still, she did not move.

The drowned woman lowered her hand slowly.

“Chosen already,” it whispered.

“No,” Sadhbh said.

But the word came softer this time.

Less convincing.

Because the sea beneath her feet answered with a pulse that moved through her blood like recognition.

Cael closed his eyes briefly.

As if something inevitable had just become real.

The church bell rang again.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

From the harbour, a horn sounded.

Not the lifeboat.

Older.

Deeper.

The drowned figures lowered themselves back toward the glowing seam one by one. Not defeated. Deferred. The first woman remained until last.

Her eyes held Sadhbh’s.

“Three tides,” she said. “Then debt comes due.”

The seam slammed shut.

Every window in the square shattered outward.

Sadhbh hit the ground hard.

For several seconds there was only rain, screaming, and the sharp glitter of broken glass across cobbles.

Then hands were on her.

Máire. Colm. Someone crying. Finn saying her name over and over in a small terrified voice.

Sadhbh pushed herself up on one elbow.

Cael stood in the centre of the square, breathing hard, blood running from his nose in a thin dark line. The silver marks at his throat had dimmed almost to nothing.

He looked at her.

No cryptic performance now.

No princely stillness.

Only a man staring at the woman who had just publicly bound herself to his impossible war.

“Three tides,” she said, voice shaking. “How long is that?”

Cael wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Until dawn after tomorrow.”

Máire made a sound of pure offence. “That is not enough notice for an apocalypse.”

Sadhbh laughed.

It came out broken.

Finn pressed himself against her side, shivering.

Around them, Port na Gealaí stared in soaked, horrified silence.

Every ordinary life had cracked open.

Every secret had teeth now.

And Sadhbh understood, with a clarity that felt almost merciful, that by morning there would be no pretending this was weather.

No pretending Cael was a stranger.

No pretending her blood was only blood.

The sea had knocked.

She had answered.

And the whole village had heard her name.

Inside the church hall, the emergency lights coughed back to life one strip at a time.

Nobody cheered.

That was when Sadhbh knew the village was truly frightened. Port na Gealaí could cheer at a wake if somebody found a bottle under the sink. It could make comedy out of flooded kitchens, cancelled ferries, minor head injuries, and weddings that ended in family court. Silence was not its natural state. Silence meant the room had met something bigger than gossip.

Cael crossed toward her slowly, as if approaching a wild animal or a woman with excellent reasons to bite.

He stopped an arm’s length away.

“Are you injured?”

“Yes,” she said.

His face tightened.

“My pride. My privacy. Possibly my future ability to buy bread without being accused of maritime treason.”

A breath left him.

Not quite relief.

Not quite laughter.

“Your humour is poorly timed.”

“My timing is one of my better features.”

“Then your other features are in grave trouble.”

Sadhbh stared at him.

So did Finn.

Behind them, Máire whispered, “Oh, he has jokes. Dangerous.”

For one ridiculous second, warmth moved through the wreckage.

Then the harbour horn sounded again.

Longer this time.

Mourning-deep.

Cael turned toward the dark road leading down to the water.

Sadhbh followed his gaze and saw blue light pulsing beneath the harbour wall, slow as a heartbeat.

The village saw it too.

The first phones rose in shaking hands.

“No,” Sadhbh said sharply.

People looked at her.

Too many people.

Her mouth had gone dry, but she pushed herself upright anyway.

“No videos. No photos. Not of Finn. Not of that. Not tonight.”

A few hands lowered at once. Others hesitated.

Máire stepped beside her, face pale but voice made of steel.

“You heard her. Put the phones down before I throw the lot of them into the blessed Atlantic.”

One by one, screens vanished.

Not obedience exactly.

Trust.

Or fear.

Sadhbh was not in a position to be picky.

Cael watched the exchange with an expression she could not read.

“What?” she demanded.

“You protected the child before the secret.”

“That’s not remarkable.”

“In courts,” he said quietly, “it is.”

The answer landed between them heavier than rain.

Sadhbh looked at Finn, at the shattered glass, at the glowing harbour, at every neighbour waiting for her to become either explanation or threat.

Then she looked back at Cael.

“Right,” she said. “You’re going to tell me everything. And if you lie, I’ll know.”

His eyes darkened.

“Yes,” he said.

Not promise.

Recognition.

As if he already knew she would.
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By two in the morning, the village had split itself cleanly into camps.

The first camp believed they had collectively inhaled generator fumes and trauma.

The second believed the end times had arrived specifically for County Galway.

The third — mostly aunties, retired fishermen, and people old enough to remember things nobody wrote down — had gone very quiet.

Sadhbh distrusted the quiet group most.

The church hall smelled of wet wool, candle wax, instant coffee, and fear.

Finn slept curled beneath three borrowed blankets in the priest’s office after finally collapsing from exhaustion. Every fifteen minutes somebody checked his breathing despite the fact he was snoring lightly enough to rattle paper saints off nearby shelves.

Sadhbh sat at the edge of a folding chair with her arms crossed while Cael stood near the darkened window opposite her.

The hall had emptied somewhat.

Not truly.

Nobody in Port na Gealaí ever fully left a crisis. They orbited it.

People pretended to clean tables while listening. Pretended to stack chairs while staring. Pretended not to notice that Sadhbh Ní Riain was currently interrogating a possibly supernatural prince beside the communion biscuit cupboard.

Máire had stationed herself nearby with the posture of a woman prepared to stab destiny if necessary.

“Start talking,” Sadhbh said.

Cael looked exhausted enough to crack.

Good.

“So much for hospitality,” he murmured.

“You arrived with sea ghosts.”

“Fair.”

Rain battered the windows again.

Outside, blue light still pulsed faintly beneath the harbour road.

Nobody had gone near it.

Not even drunk teenage boys, which frankly terrified Sadhbh more than the drowned woman had.

Cael rested one hand against the back of an empty chair.

“The drowned court existed long before your kingdoms,” he said quietly. “Before churches. Before maps. We ruled the western tides from beneath this coast.”

Máire made the sign of the cross.

Sadhbh ignored her.

“You’re saying Atlantis with an Irish accent.”

A flicker of annoyance crossed his face. “I am saying your people buried an entire nation alive.”

The room seemed to tighten around that sentence.

Not louder.

Smaller.

More dangerous.

Sadhbh leaned forward. “Explain carefully.”

Cael’s eyes moved briefly toward Finn’s closed office door before returning to her.

“There was war between the tide courts and the mainland kings. Not for territory. For control.”

“Control of what?”

“The crossings.”

“That explains absolutely nothing.”

“It will.”

Sadhbh rubbed both hands over her face. “I’m genuinely considering violence as a communication strategy.”

Unexpectedly, Máire snorted.

Cael looked at the older woman then.

Really looked.

Something in his expression shifted.

Recognition again.

Not personal.

Cultural.

“You remember some of it,” he said softly.

Máire stiffened immediately. “I remember stories.”

“Stories survive because someone wanted warning preserved.”

The older woman glanced toward Sadhbh.

Fear sat openly in her eyes now.

Not fear of Cael.

Fear for her.

That landed harder than Sadhbh expected.

Her entire childhood had been full of strange half-rules nobody explained properly.

Never swim after sunset during storm season.

Never answer voices near tide caves.

Never whistle toward the ocean at night.

And always — always — come home before the harbour bells rang three times.

She had spent years believing it was small-town superstition.

Now she wondered if generations of women had simply been trying to keep their daughters alive without sounding insane.

“What crossings?” Sadhbh asked again.

Cael inhaled slowly.

“The sea does not separate worlds,” he said. “It connects them.”

Nobody moved.

“The tide courts guarded the old passages between lands. Human kings wanted them opened permanently.”

“For trade?”

“For power.”

That, at least, sounded historically believable.

Men had started wars over worse.

“What happened?”

Cael’s jaw tightened.

“Your bloodline happened.”

Sadhbh laughed once in disbelief. “Fantastic. Love inherited guilt.”

“One queen refused the slaughter.”

The blue pulse beneath the harbour brightened suddenly.

Cael’s gaze unfocused for half a heartbeat.

As if listening to something far away.

“When the mainland kings betrayed the treaty,” he continued quietly, “Queen Étain sealed the crossings herself.”

Máire whispered the name under her breath.

She knew it.

Sadhbh saw it instantly.

“Who was she?”

Neither answered immediately.

That silence told her enough.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she breathed. “She was a Ní Riain.”

Cael held her gaze.

“Yes.”

The room tilted.

Not magically this time.

Emotionally.

Because suddenly every strange woman in her family tree rearranged itself into something horrifyingly logical.

The disappearances.

The rules.

The silence.

Her grandmother crying during storms when she thought nobody noticed.

“What did she do?” Sadhbh asked.

Cael’s voice lowered.

“She drowned her own kingdom to stop a greater war.”

Nobody in the room breathed.

“She sealed the passages beneath the western sea using blood magic tied to her descendants.”

Sadhbh stood abruptly.

“No.”

Cael did not move.

“No,” she repeated. “Absolutely not. We are not doing inherited chosen-one nonsense. I pay taxes and forget to answer emails for three weeks. I’m not magically responsible for underwater politics.”

“You already answered the tide.”

“I was stressed.”

“The sea does not care.”

“That seems emotionally unhealthy of it.”

Despite everything, Cael almost smiled again.

It made him look younger.

More breakable.

Sadhbh hated noticing that.

“You said three tides,” Máire interrupted sharply. “What happens after?”

The warmth vanished from Cael immediately.

“The barrier weakens permanently.”

“And?”

“The drowned return.”

“Meaning ghosts?”

“Meaning a kingdom.”

Silence swallowed the hall.

Somewhere nearby a kettle clicked off.

Tiny ordinary sound.

World-ending conversation.

Classic Ireland.

Sadhbh looked toward Finn’s office door again.

“The boy,” she said carefully. “What exactly is he?”

Cael answered too fast.

“Important.”

“Not good enough.”

“He hears the crossings naturally.”

“Why?”

Cael hesitated.

That frightened her more than honesty would have.

“Sadhbh.”

“No.” Her voice sharpened. “No cryptic prince behaviour. I’m exhausted, my village currently has supernatural zoning problems, and a dead woman bowed to me in public. Explain properly.”

Cael looked at her for a long moment.

Then finally:

“Because the bloodline did not end with your family.”

The world stopped again.

Not literally.

This time it was worse because it was human.

Slow understanding spread through her chest like cold poison.

Finn.

Oh no.

“No,” Sadhbh whispered.

Máire sat down heavily beside her.

“Oh, sweet Christ.”

Cael remained motionless.

“He is descended from one of the lost court houses,” he said. “And from Étain’s line through his mother.”

Sadhbh’s brain refused to function correctly.

“That’s impossible.”

“Your village was built around survivors.”

She thought suddenly of Finn’s mother laughing in supermarket queues. Of his grandfather fixing bicycles beside the harbour. Of the little boy collecting shells in his school blazer pockets.

Ordinary people.

But then, apparently, so was she.

Finn stirred faintly behind the office door.

The lights flickered.

Cael turned sharply toward the hallway.

Sadhbh felt it a second later.

The sea.

Closer now.

Hungry.

Not violent exactly.

Searching.

Finn cried out in his sleep.

Every light in the church hall exploded.

Darkness slammed into the room.

People screamed.

The emergency generator died with a choking metallic groan.

For one impossible second there was absolute blackness.

Then blue light flooded beneath the office door.

Sadhbh moved first.

Not brave.

Instinctive.

She hit the door hard enough to crack it against the wall.

Finn levitated two feet above the narrow cot.

The room froze.

Blankets floated around him in slow spirals while seawater dripped upward from the floorboards toward the ceiling.

The child’s eyes remained closed.

But his mouth moved.

Many voices spoke through him at once.

“The gate opens.”

The temperature dropped violently.

Frost spread across the office walls.

Máire swore so hard a saint probably burst into flames somewhere.

Cael stepped forward carefully.

“Sadhbh,” he said quietly. “He can hear them fully now.”

Finn’s body jerked.

The ceiling above them cracked.

Water began pouring through stone.

Not rainwater.

Ocean.

Sadhbh climbed directly onto the cot and grabbed Finn against her chest.

The blue light surged instantly through her body.

Pain tore up her spine.

Not injury.

Memory.

A woman standing barefoot beneath moonlit arches.

Salt crowns stacked beside a throne.

Hands covered in blood pressing against a closing stone gate while people screamed behind it.

Étain.

Not story.

Not myth.

Memory.

Sadhbh gasped.

Finn wrapped both arms around her neck blindly.

The ocean pouring through the ceiling paused midair.

Every drop hanging frozen.

Cael stared at her.

Not fear this time.

Recognition.

Complete and terrible.

By the time the village divided itself into camps, nobody wanted to admit the camps were mostly emotional.

The practical camp gathered near the tea urn and spoke in terms of fuses, storm surges, mobile signal, and whether the county council would answer a phone before morning. These were people who trusted lists because lists were less frightening than mystery.

The spiritual camp clustered closer to Father Muir, though most of them insisted they were only asking about candles. They crossed themselves when the lights flickered and pretended it was habit. They remembered old stories from grandparents and immediately regretted remembering.

The denial camp made jokes.

It was the largest camp by far.

Port na Gealaí had always been excellent at denial when denial came with biscuits.

Sadhbh moved between them and listened. Not because anyone had asked her to lead. Nobody sane would ask a woman back barely long enough to dry her coat to lead a village through whatever this was. But she knew people. She knew the way fear arranged their faces. She knew when jokes turned brittle and when practical sentences became prayers wearing coats.

Finn remained near Máire now, one hand tucked into her sleeve.

That frightened Sadhbh more than his earlier warning.

Children who sensed too much often wandered toward the nearest person who felt like a door that would stay shut against weather. Finn had chosen Máire. Good taste, honestly. If ancient sea nonsense had any sense, it would avoid Máire entirely.

Cael stood by the window with rain sliding down the glass behind him.

He looked wrong indoors.

Not uncomfortable exactly. More like a lighthouse forced into a parish meeting. Everyone kept glancing at him while pretending not to, waiting for his face to tell them how much danger they were in.

His face told them nothing.

That annoyed Sadhbh immediately.

Men who hid useful fear behind noble cheekbones were a public menace.

She crossed to him.

“If you know something, now would be a charming time to share.”

His eyes stayed on the harbour. “I know several things.”

“Fantastic. Start with the one most likely to prevent mass hysteria.”

“The village should not go near the water.”

She waited.

He did not continue.

“That’s it?”

“That is the useful part.”

“That is the least useful version of a useful part I’ve ever heard.”

His mouth twitched, barely.

Good. Not stone, then. Just pretending.

Behind them, Mrs Brennan raised her voice at Colm for suggesting people should move cars from the lower road.

“No one is walking toward that harbour until I personally approve the weather, the lighting, and the moral character of the sea.”

“Can seas have moral character?” Colm asked.

“Not this one.”

The room laughed.

The laugh helped for exactly three seconds.

Then the church bell rang outside.

Once.

Every camp dissolved.

People turned toward the sound with the same expression: recognition arriving before explanation.

The bell rang again.

Father Muir went pale. “No one is at the church.”

Cael closed his eyes.

Sadhbh saw it. The tiny collapse behind his control. Not surprise. Confirmation.

She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Cael.”

He opened his eyes.

For the first time that night, fear showed plainly in them.

Not for himself.

For everyone else.

“The old doors are waking,” he said.

The floor beneath the hall trembled.

Not enough to knock anyone down. Enough to silence every explanation in the room.

Finn whispered, “It found the road.”

Máire pulled him closer.

Sadhbh looked from the child to Cael to the rain-blurred harbour beyond the glass and felt the shape of the night sharpen around them.

This was not a storm.

It was arrival.

The room trembled around them.

And somewhere beneath the village, ancient doors began opening one by one.

The first tremor passed. The second did not.

It rolled under the church like a sleeping beast turning its shoulder, and every chair leg scraped the floor at once. Dust drifted from the rafters. A framed photograph of last year’s confirmation class fell from the noticeboard and landed face down beside a crate of bottled water. No one picked it up.

Sadhbh stared at the blue pulse under the office door and forced herself not to run to Finn only because Máire had already gone, quick as a blade, and because the boy needed fewer frightened adults in his face, not more.

Cael remained by the window, but his stillness had changed. Earlier, it had been control. Now it looked like calculation under pressure. His hand rested flat against the glass, and beyond it the rain seemed to bend around his fingers in thin silver threads.

“You’re doing that,” Sadhbh said.

“Barely.”

“Comforting.”

“I was not attempting comfort.”

“Clearly. Your bedside manner is ancestral ruin with cheekbones.”

His eyes cut to hers. For one impossible second, the corner of his mouth moved. Then the floor groaned, and whatever almost-lightness had existed between them vanished.

From the hall came voices. Not the villagers. Beneath them. Under them. A tide of murmurs rising through stone: names blurred by water, prayers broken by pressure, lullabies stretched thin until they sounded like warnings.

Father Muir gripped the back of a chair. “Those are not pipes.”

“No,” Cael said.

“I preferred pipes,” the priest replied faintly.

Sadhbh should have been frightened of the voices. She was. But another feeling moved underneath: offence. A deep, unreasonable anger that these dead things had chosen her village, her people, this ordinary room full of bad coffee and damp coats, as the place where their grief would force itself into the living.

Then she felt it: one voice among the many, clearer than the rest.

Sadhbhín.

Her grandmother’s pet name for her.

The sound took the bones out of her knees. She caught the edge of the table before anyone could see her sway, but Cael saw. Of course he did. His attention had become unbearable in its precision.

“Do not answer familiar voices,” he said quietly.

She hated that he knew. “You might have led with that rule before the haunted family reunion.”

“Rules are difficult to explain to someone who keeps threatening violence.”

“Violence is my learning style.”

Máire reappeared in the office doorway, one arm around Finn. The boy was awake now, pale but himself, which felt like being handed a match in a storm: tiny, fragile, everything. His eyes went straight to Sadhbh.

“Did you hear her too?” he asked.

The room listened. Too many ears. Too many secrets suddenly walking around without shoes.

Sadhbh crossed to him before anyone could make the question larger. She crouched, keeping her voice low. “I heard something pretending.”

Finn shook his head. “No. It wasn’t pretending. It was borrowing.”

Cael’s face changed.

Sadhbh saw it and stood. “Explain that expression.”

He did not look away from Finn. “The drowned cannot create what has not been given to them. They use memory as a doorway.”

“Given by whom?”

“By blood. By grief. By anyone who still calls them back.”

Around them, the older villagers lowered their eyes. That was when Sadhbh understood how dangerous mourning could be in a place like this. Every family had a name lost to weather. Every kitchen had a story that ended with the tide being too high, the boat too late, the body never found. Port na Gealaí was built from salt, stone, and unfinished goodbyes. If grief could open doors, the whole village was a key ring.

The bell rang a third time.

Not outside now.

Below.

Every candle flame bent toward the floor. Finn buried his face in Máire’s jumper. Cael straightened, silver marks flaring under his skin like moonlight under ice.

“The old doors are waking,” he said again, and this time the words did not sound like warning.

They sounded like verdict.

Sadhbh looked at the people around her — frightened, stubborn, soaked to the bone, still passing blankets hand to hand because even at the edge of myth someone’s auntie would remember manners — and felt something settle inside her.

She did not know how to save them. She did not know what she was. She did not know whether Cael was salvation, disaster, or the best-looking symptom of an ancient curse.

But the sea had brought its dead to her door.

It could bloody well wait while she learned how to answer.

The verdict did not send people running. It made them practical in that terrifying village way, where fear put on boots and started assigning jobs. Mrs Brennan collected every bag of salt from the kitchen cupboard. Colm found hammers, nails, and a first-aid kit that looked older than the Good Friday Agreement. Father Muir opened the sacristy and emerged with candles, matches, and the expression of a man wondering whether seminary had undersold the supernatural module.

Sadhbh watched them and felt a fierce, painful love for the place she had spent half her life trying to outgrow. Port na Gealaí was nosy, judgemental, claustrophobic, impossible. It remembered your mistakes longer than banks remembered debt. But when the dark came, it did not leave its people outside.

Cael noticed her watching. “You would fight for them even if they fear you.” “They’re allowed to fear me,” she said. “They’re not allowed to be eaten by ancient doors.” His gaze softened by a dangerous fraction. “That distinction may save them.” “Good,” she said, though her hands were
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