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There is a legend in the south of Ireland that certain children arrive already marked, that when the wind rises and the sky splits on their birthday it is not coincidence but correspondence, air itself carrying a first, unspoken notice that the world has been altered. The storm arrived before Maeve did.

It roared in off the Atlantic with sudden, merciless intent, a living wall of wind and rain that turned the narrow streets of Clonmara into a trembling corridor of sound. Shutters slammed against stone cottages like frantic bones. The sea, usually a distant companion, bellowed so loudly it pressed against the walls of the small stone house as if demanding entry. Rain lashed the windows in deliberate, angry patterns. Inside, the air felt charged, heavy with salt and anticipation and the metallic taste of fear no one would name.

In the hearth-lit kitchen, Patrick O’Sullivan poured tea with hands that betrayed only the slightest tremor. His mother, Niamh, stood beside him, short and thickset, her dark hair pulled so severely back from her face that it stretched the corners of her eyes into a permanent, humorless squint. She had the kind of presence that made silence feel occupied, weighted, alive with judgment. Two-year-old Declan sat on the worn floorboards near the door, his small fingers working the hem of his shirt with the solemn focus of a child who sensed something momentous unfolding but had not yet been told he was no longer the center of the universe.

“Can I go see how the baby is born?” Declan asked, voice bright with curiosity.

“No,” Patrick said gently, setting his cup down. “That’s not a man’s place, son.”

Declan considered this with grave seriousness, filing the rule away for future reference, then returned to his shirt.

Siobhan’s labor had stretched for six hours. The midwife worked by flickering candlelight in the back room, her face lined with exhaustion. The power had gone out at half past ten, leaving the cottage suspended in a fragile, breathing dark. Then Maeve’s cry split the night open, not a mere infant’s wail but a declaration, sharp and commanding. In that precise instant, every lamp in the house blazed to life at once. The sudden brightness felt unnatural, too complete, like an exclamation point the darkness had not requested. The storm seemed to pause, as if taking stock.

A raven, impossibly, defiantly, had landed on the windowsill earlier, black feathers sleek with rain, its eye bright and unblinking as it watched the room. Now it lifted into the gale and vanished.

Patrick moved through the doorway as a man approaches something he has already decided to love unconditionally. The midwife placed the infant in his arms, small, furiously pink, her face round with the compressed intensity of the newly arrived. She had vivid copper-red hair, not auburn or strawberry but true, burning red that caught the lamplight like fire catching fire. Patrick looked down and felt the profound shift in gravity that fathers later describe in halting, inadequate language, the world tilting on its axis to make room for this new life.

Niamh stepped close. Her expression did not change so much as resolve, like a developing photograph revealing what had always been latent. “You shouldn’t have married her,” she said quietly, voice low and certain. “You know what this means for the family lineage.”

Something dark rested in Niamh’s palm, half-hidden by the fold of her shawl,  a small black pendant worked into the shape of wings, its green stone eye catching the newborn light. Her fingers closed around it as if the thing had warmed. “Some blood answers whether it is called or not,” she said.

Patrick’s jaw tightened, but he did not look up from his daughter. He traced one gentle finger along a copper curl.

Siobhan lay against the pillows, conserving what remained of herself after the long ordeal. She reached for the child briefly, her fingers brushing the vivid hair with an expression that was neither warm nor cold but unsettlingly uncertain, as though she were touching something both precious and perilous. Then she let her eyes close. “Another redhead,” she murmured, handing the infant back to the midwife before surrendering to exhausted sleep.

Niamh returned to the kitchen. She poured her tea with the deliberateness of a woman performing a private ritual, then looked down at Declan with his bright auburn curls and wide, event-hungry eyes. She studied him for a long moment.

“That child is marked,” she said at last, as if reading tomorrow’s forecast. “She’ll bring nothing but trouble. Mind my words.”

Declan blinked once and returned to his shirt. Outside, the storm began its slow, unapologetic retreat, leaving the air washed clean and humming with aftermath.

It would be easy, in retrospect, to say that Maeve always knew her difference. The truth was more complicated and far less dramatic. From her earliest awareness, she simply existed inside a house governed by its own social weather system, and she learned to read its shifting pressures the way sailors learn the sea, not because she loved danger, but because ignorance was far more perilous.

Declan was the sun. This was no figure of speech. Siobhan’s entire face changed when he entered a room, something loosening, a reserve released. The household organized itself subtly, without explicit instruction, around his comfort and happiness. He was a beautiful child, quick to smile, clever in ways that charmed adults rather than irritated them, auburn-haired and instinctively aware of exactly how much he could take from the world before it pushed back.

Maeve was different. Not worse, different. She was louder where he was easy, more feeling where he was contained, more likely to ask the questions no one wanted answered and then pursue them past the point of social comfort. Her laughter filled too much space. Her tears arrived without warning or apparent provocation. Her endless questions about fairy rings in the fields, what happened after death, or why river stones changed colors in the rain carried an edge that exhausted Siobhan in ways her mother could neither name nor acknowledge.

So, Siobhan loved her at a careful distance, the way one admires a beautiful but untamed landscape one would never choose to live within. Maeve, possessing the clear-eyed practicality of a child who has accurately assessed her position, found her wonder elsewhere. She discovered it in wildflowers pushing stubbornly through field walls, pulsing with something like life when held in both small hands. In her father’s fireside stories of the Tuatha Dé Danann and the thin places where ordinary and extraordinary worlds pressed close enough to bleed into each other.

She filed these things away, carried them lightly and alone. They were hers.

She was four when she first understood the world outside was not interested in her interior life. After three days of soft, gray, persistent midlands rain, the kind that feels less like weather and more like atmosphere, she had slipped out during a lull to test whether puddles were portals. She slipped on a slick stone, fell hard, and ran inside crying with a bloody knee.

Siobhan was in the kitchen, hands deep in bread dough, her expression one of clear interruption. She wiped her hands, cleaned the wound with efficient, practiced movements, the competence real, the care technically present, but her face held the look of a woman completing a necessary task. “You must be more careful, Maeve,” she said, already turning back to the dough. “The world isn’t a playground for daydreamers.”

Maeve nodded silently. She said nothing about the portals she had seen in the water. The lesson she absorbed that afternoon was not the one intended. She did not learn greater caution. She learned to carry her discoveries deeper inside herself. Some truths were safer as secrets.

Primary school only confirmed what the household had already taught. Other children moved through lessons with blithe efficiency, content with surfaces. Maeve answered questions correctly, often brilliantly, but in the pauses, she wandered elsewhere, cloud-castles, message-carrying birds, the precise geometry of afternoon light shifting across the classroom floor in increments she could track if she paid close enough attention. Her teachers tried at first, then stopped, in the resigned sequence such children always generate.

The only place her restless mind settled completely was the garage.

Patrick kept an old Toyota in a state of perpetual partial repair, not because it was beyond saving but because the fixing itself was the point. He had admitted this once with the honest self-awareness of a man at peace with his contradictions. The garage smelled of motor oil, cut grass, and the metallic warmth of engines run hard and then rested. Patrick worked in old clothes with sleeves pushed back, humming half-remembered folk tunes Maeve would later spend years trying to identify. When she appeared at the door, he simply made room, letting her stand beside him.

Here, the restlessness left her. Her small hands found purpose, holding bolts, steadying flashlights, passing tools with growing accuracy that Patrick acknowledged with a small nod, the highest currency of his praise. He explained things precisely, without condescension, timing, torque, the difference between forcing a part and waiting for the moment when the angle was right and force became unnecessary.

She listened with a concentration she brought to nothing else.

One late afternoon, sunlight cutting through dusty windows in long, almost solid bars, Patrick wrestled a stubborn bolt that defied all mechanical logic. Frustration mounted as he tried angles and forces in systematic combination. Maeve watched until she could watch no longer. She reached in.

“Fixing an engine,” Patrick said, still working, “is like living a life. Things won’t move when you force them. But find the right angle, the right moment,”

“What if you can’t find it?” she asked. The question was never really about the engine.

He paused and looked at her with the full attention he reserved for her most serious inquiries. “Ask for help,” he said. “Or find a different way. And don’t let anyone tell you you’re not enough because you’re different from what they expected.” He held her gaze. “You’ve got hands that make things work, Maeve. Don’t forget that.”

She turned back to the bolt. Then something happened she would spend years trying to explain. The world slowed slightly. A warmth gathered in her chest, unrelated to ambient temperature, and traveled down her arm like rightness, like tuning into a hidden frequency. The bolt gave way smoothly, easily, as though it had been waiting for exactly this.

“Da,” she breathed, heart racing more than the effort warranted. “I barely touched it.”

Patrick smiled, but behind it lay an arithmetic of pride and unease in complicated measure. He let the smile take over by conscious will. “You did. But don’t go looking for the next one yet.”

Something in his eyes suggested he was not entirely surprised, and that this, more than the victory, would follow him home that night.

The teasing began in earnest during her sixth year of primary school, delivered with the casual, organizational cruelty children reserve for soft targets they appoint themselves to manage. Pudgy Maeve. Freckle Face. Ginger witch.

The last came from Declan, which gave it weight and authority. He was quick, popular, precise in his cruelties, tripping her during games with plausible deniability, hiding her lunch with a joker’s smile that made witnesses laugh instead of intervening, whispering jokes about her weight and hair with just enough humor to sound like entertainment rather than assault. Other children followed his lead because children always follow the prevailing social temperature, and Declan set it.

She retreated further inward.

At home, Patrick waited for her at the gate every single afternoon without fail. His smile was present, his hug unhesitating. His rough hands were gentle in her wild copper hair as he brushed it at the kitchen table and told her she was beautiful, that the world was wrong about her. She believed him the way one believes music, not because it was factually true, but because it reached something in her the facts could not touch.

He gave her a small, cloth-bound notebook. She carried it everywhere. In its pages she drew the world as she saw it from the inside, detailed, pressured, true. Here she was not pudgy or freckled or cursed. Here the girl on the cliff existed, red hair streaming, spine straight, sea wild behind her, sky doing something extraordinary overhead, ravens wheeling like dark blessings. On these pages the atmosphere obeyed her perception.

The eating began as a private solution to a problem she could not otherwise solve. Biscuits, chocolate, the temporary comfort of sweetness consumed in secret. It worked for the duration of the chewing. Then it stopped working, and more was required. The weight came. The teasing escalated in proportion. Her isolation thickened into something with the solid dimensions of real walls, walls she had not built intentionally but that were, nonetheless, built.

It strained her parents in the quiet, corrosive way disagreements about children strain marriages, not dramatically, but persistently. Patrick worried aloud and suggested changes. Siobhan met him with sharp, preemptive dismissal. They each retreated to their corners and stayed there.

One evening he took her along the river, skipping stones across the water. He told her about being the quiet one in a loud family, about feeling like the wrong shape for the space you occupy. She listened seriously and completely, saying very little. By then the seed of the curse, Niamh’s flat certainty, Declan’s casual repetition, had already been planted too deep for any surface love to reach.

The morning of Declan’s twelfth birthday, Siobhan moved through the village market like a woman who knew her exact worth and had decided to be generous with it. She was preparing shepherd’s pie, colcannon, trifle, all Declan’s favorites, each requiring the finest ingredients, each a small declaration that her golden boy deserved the best version of the world. Maeve followed behind, pulling the heavy cart.

The cobblestones were uneven and unforgiving. By the time Siobhan had assembled her provisions, the cart was burdensome and the handle bit into Maeve’s palms. She was ten. Her arms ached. She kept her head down, focusing on the stones ahead.

Her foot caught on a loose one.

The fall was neither graceful nor brief. She went down hard, her head striking the cart’s metal edge. Groceries spilled, potatoes rolling into mud, cream jostling against bottles, lamb sliding in a slow, horrible arc. She lay disoriented, warmth seeping down her temple, copper taste on her lip.

Siobhan turned. The warmth on her face cooled into something colder than anger, the look of an investment depreciating in real time. “For God’s sake, Maeve. This is for your brother’s birthday. Look what you’ve done.”

Maeve got up, vision swimming. She wiped blood from her temple and began collecting the ruined goods with apologetic movements, understanding she was the problem and trying, as always, to be less so. Siobhan stood over the mess, cataloging damage and murmuring about expense. Her concern moved entirely around Maeve, as though the child occupied no space requiring acknowledgment.

The gash went unnoticed. Or unmentioned. Maeve was never certain which was worse.

Her role in the family crystallized that day with painful clarity, do not block Declan’s light. Do not bleed on anything important. Manage yourself so your management requires no resources that might otherwise go elsewhere.

That night at the birthday dinner, the kitchen smelled of lamb, butter, and Siobhan’s best efforts, genuinely impressive when properly directed. Patrick’s mother monitored everything with protective surveillance. Declan’s friends filled the room with loud, high-energy performance. Patrick had tended Maeve’s wound earlier, cleaning and re-dressing it with controlled expression. She sat in the corner, practicing the invisibility of a child who had learned to make herself small.

She had worn the charm bracelet her father gave her, a fine silver chain with a tiny shamrock, a private message about who she was and where she came from. She wore it when she needed reminding.

Declan noticed it across the table. “What’s that for, Maeve?” He reached over and snatched it before she could react, holding it aloft to his friends’ laughter. “Protection from bad luck? Or from your own witch spells?”

“Give it back.” Her hands stayed flat on the table.

“Redheads are cursed,” one friend offered, the casual cruelty of group rhythm. “Everyone knows.”

“Gran told me,” Declan grinned, triumphant. “You’re a little witch who hexes things. Are you going to hex me?”

The decision and the movement blurred. Maeve lunged. Her nails found his face. Blood welled. Laughter died. The table went still.

Declan shoved her. She caught the bracelet as it fell.

“Ginger witch,” he said, voice now flat and certain, the voice of someone stating fact.

Maeve ran.

She ran until she reached the old willow at the town’s edge, its branches trailing the ground like a curtain separating her from the world. She collapsed against its trunk and let everything break open. The bracelet was clutched tight in her fist. Her breath came ragged.

Patrick found her, as he always did. He knelt, cleaned the temple wound with his handkerchief, repositioned the bandage, then sat beside her in the gathering dark, the way he sat when words were the wrong tool.

“I’m sorry I ruined his birthday,” she said eventually.

“You didn’t. Your brother was cruel. That belongs to him.”

Silence. The willow moved softly overhead.

“Da,” she trembled. “Am I cursed? Is that why everything goes wrong?”

He was quiet too long. She looked up and caught the flicker, something not reassurance, a thing he managed rather than felt naturally, before he smoothed it away and pulled her close, chin resting on her hair.

“Old stories,” he said. “Superstition. Ways of explaining what people didn’t understand.”

She let herself be held but did not push further. She had seen what she had seen.

Later, in her narrow room, shame and anger rose hot in her chest as her parents’ argument drifted upward through the floorboards. She looked at the drawing in her notebook, the red-haired girl on the cliff, defiant, sea enormous behind her. It felt like it was taunting her.

Suddenly the notebook heated in her hands like something alive. She threw it across the room. It landed with a faint thread of smoke rising from the page, real, or perhaps imagination. The air in the room disturbed, bent toward the notebook as if drawn by her emotion. A nearby candle guttered violently.

Never again, she told the small, dim room.

She meant the drawings. She meant the hope. She meant that if she stopped wanting things in the open, she would stop losing them. She would take what she wanted.

Downstairs, Siobhan wept for Declan’s beautiful, now-scarred face, her golden boy, and the sound traveled upward like a message Maeve had already learned by heart.

In the days that followed, Maeve experimented in small, secret ways. She discovered she could shift attention, make Declan falter mid-insult with a focused thought, cause Siobhan to drop a cup with a sudden directed will. The power tasted like control over the social atmosphere itself, air that moved at her command. It exhilarated her. It shamed her.

Patrick sensed the change. One afternoon in the garage he sat with her among the tools and oil smells. “Being powerful is not the same as being cruel, love,” he said quietly. “Power without love becomes its own curse. Use your hands, and your heart, to make things work, not to break them.”

She nodded, storing the words like a talisman beside the notebook and the garage warmth and the memory of the raven on the windowsill the night she arrived.

Years later, long after Kylemore, in a candlelit San Francisco restaurant high above the glittering city, adult Maeve watched a man named Mason across the room. The air around him held an unusual stillness. Unlike others, he did not turn when her attention reached for him. At his throat, something glinted once beneath his collar, too quick to identify, before the moment passed into the ordinary clink of glasses and murmur of conversation.

She noted it carefully. She set it aside.

For now.
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The call lasted four seconds before Nicole lost her nerve and hung up. Then she called back.

“Hey.” Jesse’s voice came steady, unhurried, as if he had been waiting.

She exhaled. “Postino. Tonight. Can you?”

“I’ll be there.”

He arrived eleven minutes early. She knew because she stood across the street, coffee gone cold in her hand, still deciding whether to cross. He had dressed with the quiet care of a man who wanted to look like he hadn’t tried, dark jeans, white shirt, brown wool sports coat that gave him the faint melancholy elegance of a professor between sabbaticals.

When she finally pushed through the door and the candlelight found her, his whole body stilled. She wore the bohemian silk-blend mini she saved for nights she wanted to feel like herself, cognac knee-high boots lending her height and certainty she didn’t fully own. He stood, pulled her into a brief hug. She felt the familiar architecture of him, shoulder, collar, the warmth at the side of his neck, before she made herself step back.

“Hey, you.” Jesse smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You look, ” He stopped, tried again. “You look amazing.”

“You don’t have to say that.”

“I know I don’t.”

They sat. She smoothed her dress under the table with both hands, the old nervous habit.

“I almost suggested your place,” she said, too lightly. “Then I remembered you don’t really have one right now, and,” She caught herself. “Jesse. I’m sorry. That was unkind.”

He was quiet a moment. “A little,” he admitted. Then, because he was Jesse, “But the wine’s good.”

She blew out a breath. “I’ve been in my head all week.”

“I know.”

The server came. Jesse leaned back and gave her the patient, careful look she knew so well, the one that waited for what she actually meant to say.

She wasn’t ready yet.

They slipped into the familiar rhythm, Emily’s roommate drama, Jesse’s sons sending voice memos from Spain. By the second glass they were laughing. On the surface everything felt fine. They were good at this. But beneath the warmth lay something she couldn’t name, like a beloved song played just off key, recognizable yet slightly wrong.

When the server asked about dessert, Nicole set down her fork.

“Jesse.” Her voice was careful. “We need to talk.”

His face went still in the way she had learned meant he was bracing.

“I need time. From everything. For me, for the kids, for us. At least a month, maybe two.” She held his eyes. “I’ll still be in touch. But I need to figure out what I actually think without leaning on someone else to steady me.”

The silence between them was not cold, but it was heavy.

“Where is this coming from?” he asked. “Did something happen?”

“The house feels hollow without the kids. You’re stretched thin in ways that scare me, not because I doubt you, but because I catch myself worrying, then resenting the worry, then resenting myself for it.” She pressed her lips together. “It’s not about who you are. Please know that.”

“If you needed me stable,” he said slowly, “I would have,”

“I know. That’s the problem. You’d do it for me, and it wouldn’t be real, and I’d know.” She shook her head. “I need to want my own life before I can share it.”

She turned her wine glass slowly. “And then there’s Tucker. He’s been reaching out for weeks. Texts, calls. He wants to try again, says it’s best for the family, best for the kids.” She exhaled. “He told me he knows my relationship with you isn’t serious. His words. Not mine. I shut it down. But it’s added to everything, and everything was already a lot.”

Jesse went very still. “Have you seen him?”

“No.” Firm. “And I don’t want to. But I need space from all of it. From everyone.”

“Everyone.” He tested the word.

“Even you.” Her voice cracked, barely. “God, Jesse. I’ve never been so in love and so completely lost at the same time.”

He sat with that, hands loose on the table. Three years of no real fights, always honest. This wasn’t a storm. It was the ground shifting without sound.

He pushed back his chair and stood, jaw tight.

“Okay.” His voice stayed measured. “Have a good night, Nicole.”

Her hand caught his before he could move. “Please don’t go. Stay with me tonight.”

He looked at her face, the exhaustion, the surrender, and beneath it the thing that had been there since that first afternoon at this very bar, when the world split into before and after.

“Okay.” He sat back down. “Okay.”

They walked home through an October night that made the city feel briefly forgivable, air cool and leaf-dark, their hands loosely threaded. They talked past midnight, naming fears and small failures, making love plain without softening what was also true. When they finally fell quiet, it was the good kind of quiet.

*
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Saturday arrived pale and diffuse, light through linen curtains. Nicole woke first, lay still, cataloging the slow weight of Jesse’s arm at her waist, his even breathing at her back, the warmth of him against her spine.

He tightened his arm as she shifted. “It’s Saturday,” he said, voice thick. “The world can wait.”

She rolled toward him, noses almost touching. “I’ll make pancakes if you handle mimosas.”

His eyes opened, amused even half-asleep. “Deal. You cook; I pour.” He held her gaze. “We’re a good team.”

“We are.” Then, before she could stop herself, “Don’t make it mean more than pancakes.”

“Nicole.” Gentle. “Everything with you means more than pancakes.”

The kitchen filled with warmth, butter browning, orange juice uncapped, the easy rhythm of two people who had learned each other’s movements. Jesse leaned against the counter watching her whisk batter, something in his chest bruised and gifted at once.

They were into seconds when Ramona’s knock came, rapid, proprietary, followed by her voice through the door.

“Nicole! Did you die? You’ve gone dark for twelve hours and I am this close to filing a report.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “I forgot about the group chat.”

Jesse didn’t look up from his plate. “You kind of were abducted. By champagne and carbohydrates.”

Then the door code Ramona had extorted long ago, and Ramona herself in the kitchen doorway. She stopped. Nicole in Jesse’s T-shirt, Jesse barefoot in sweats, empty mimosa glasses, half-eaten pancakes.

“Oh,” she said. Then, “Ohhh...”

Jesse raised his fork in mild salute. “Hey, Ramona.”

She looked between them and shook her head with fond resignation. “Not the crime scene I expected,” she said, pulling a mug from the cabinet as if she lived there, “but I approve.”

“Boundaries,” Nicole said without conviction.

“Don’t. You revoked that right the day you gave me the door code.” Ramona settled into the empty chair. “Tell me I can eat.”

Jesse pushed the plate toward her.

“We were just doing the origin story,” he said.

Ramona’s face lit up. “I’ve only ever gotten the preview. Begin.”

They told it together, trading lines, correcting details. How they had matched on the app after texting for a single day and one quick, tipsy phone call. How Nicole had invited this stranger to meet for wine at Postino the next night. How Jesse had shown up early, nervous, and she had walked in through the back door like she owned the place. How, after the second bottle, he had asked, politely, out of nowhere, if he could kiss her. How the bar had disappeared around them.

They recounted the surprise of discovering they had both been at Postino that very same afternoon, different tables, different sorrows, unknown to each other, until the algorithm made the introduction later that night. How their planned Sunday date had jumped forward two days because Jesse had signed his divorce papers that Friday morning and Nicole sensed he needed a glass of wine as badly as she did. How he had offered her an Uber home out of honor, only for her to say he lived a block away with a perfectly good bed. How they had made out for a while, then passed out fully clothed. How she had kissed his cheek at six a.m. to get home for her kids, and that same night, on what turned out to be Divorce Day, she had texted him from a boring second date asking if he could send a car to rescue her.

Ramona listened like someone at a satisfying sermon.

“I texted you that night,” she said. “I think I just kissed either my future mistake or my future husband.”

Nicole’s fork stopped mid-air. “Don’t.”

Ramona finished triumphant. “I have the screenshot. Printed, actually.”

“You’re a menace,” Nicole laughed.

“I’m a historian.”

Later, when the laughter settled, Ramona looked at them both, the way Nicole still leaned toward Jesse, the helpless surrender in his eyes.

“I know,” she said softly. “You two. Everyone sees it.”

Nicole glanced down. The laughter had passed. “We’re taking a break,” she murmured. “For a bit.”

Ramona blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

Jesse looked at his plate, then up. “We’ve got things to figure out. Separately. We need the room for that.”

Ramona stared like a woman watching a load-bearing wall being removed from a building she loved. Then she stood, stepped behind their chairs, and wrapped an arm around each of them, clumsy, fierce, wholly sincere.

“Then do it with intention,” she said, cheek pressed between theirs. “No ghosting. No martyrdom. No performing how fine you are. Just be honest. With yourselves. With each other.”

Nicole felt Jesse’s fingers find hers on the table, instinctive.

“Perfect together doesn’t mean easy,” Ramona said. “It means worth the work.”

Nicole pulled back first. Wiped her eyes. Laughed softly at herself for crying.

“Jesse, shower? I’ll change the door code while you’re in there.”

“Don’t you dare,” Ramona said.

“We can share,” Jesse said, with a small grin toward Ramona. “You good waiting?”

Ramona waved them off. “Go. I’ll clean. Don’t take forever.”

Twenty minutes later they returned, hair damp and both of them slightly more settled. Ramona looked up from her phone and shook her head.

“I don’t understand you two.”

“What,” Nicole asked.

“You announce a pause on your entire relationship, and now you’re showering together and eating leftover pancakes. Genuinely incomprehensible.”

“We’re not breaking up,” Jesse said.

“Still incomprehensible.” Ramona smiled. “Alright. What are we doing?”

“Football,” Jesse said. “Sports bar. The good nachos.”

“Done.”

They spent the afternoon at their usual sports bar, too loud, too many screens, the nachos exactly right. Jesse’s arm draped over the back of Nicole’s seat. Ramona yelled at referees. They ordered a second pitcher. It felt, almost, like any other Saturday.

During a commercial Ramona watched them, Nicole’s shoulder against Jesse’s, his thumb tracing idle circles near her wrist, and her expression went unguarded.

“I’m going to miss this,” she said. “However long it lasts.”

Nicole squeezed her hand. “So will we.”

Jesse raised his glass. “To whatever comes next.”
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The next day, in his Airbnb, Jesse lay looking at the ceiling long enough to watch the light move. He replayed her words, I need to find out what I think without needing someone else to steady me. He understood.

His phone held two work emails and a follow-up about a three-month consulting contract in Los Angeles. Good money. Clear scope. A reason to leave that also gave her the space she had asked for.

He had promised himself after the divorce he would not rush into love. He had broken that promise with Nicole almost immediately and never regretted it. But the numbers were honest. LA would change his circumstances. LA was the work of becoming the man she deserved, even if she wasn’t waiting when he returned.

Nicole’s Bible sat on the counter beside his papers. She had given it to him two and a half years ago after a service she had coaxed him to attend, a silk ribbon marking Psalms. Faith isn’t answers, she had whispered, hand over his in the pew. It’s just trusting the picture is bigger than what you can see.

He picked up his phone. Can we meet this evening? I need to talk.

Her reply came quickly. Yes. Of course. Is everything okay?

He looked at the question a long time.

It will be, he typed.

They met at Paradise Lounge, a dive bar with good light for difficult conversations. He told her about LA without self-pity.

“It’ll give you the time you asked for,” he said. “And it’ll give me solid ground.”

Nicole nodded slowly, gratitude and grief moving through her eyes together. “Okay,” she whispered. “If that’s what you think is right.”

They spent the week with the tenderness of people who know the calendar is closing. They cooked, walked the Waterfront, talked about nothing and everything. The night before he left they said goodbye, yet on his last morning she appeared at his door, eyes red-rimmed, carrying two coffees.

She didn’t speak when she handed him one. She simply held on tighter than usual when they embraced, face in his collar.

“Be safe,” she said finally.

He pressed his lips to her temple. “I’ll call.”

“I know.”

“Nicole,”

“I know,” she said again, softer.

He kissed her once, not a goodbye kiss, but the kind you give when you choose to believe love survives distance.

On the highway east of the city, morning sun laid long shadows across the asphalt. Jesse drove with one hand on the wheel and Nicole’s Bible on the passenger seat, silk ribbon still in Psalms. Behind him, three years. Ahead, ninety days, and the quiet faith that what you leave with an open channel can still be intact when you return.
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Vertex 1

1 - Tubby’s
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The Airbnb felt like a place between lives, a room that had held many people without belonging to any of them.

Jesse stood in the doorway after letting himself in, jacket still on, bag in his hand, and registered the silence not as absence but as something with weight. He set the bag on the couch; the sound vanished into the generic beige.

He had been in Los Angeles three weeks. The consulting work was clean, finite, and hollow, the kind of busy that kept him from looking directly at everything that hurt. He moved through the office with practiced competence, solved problems, was thanked like a contractor, genuinely and briefly.

Here, there was nothing to perform for.

He circled the apartment, bedroom, bathroom, strip of kitchen, back to the living room, in under a minute. Outside the window, November dusk thickened from grey to a deeper grey, eucalyptus on the damp air.

He checked his phone. Nicole’s face on the lock screen, laughing at something he couldn’t remember. He swiped away from it before the feeling could crest.

The urge to call her came on strong and simple. He wanted to hear her say his name, to cut through this ache with the sound of her voice. His thumb hovered over her contact.

But she had asked for space. If he called, it might feel like pressure, like he didn’t trust her to know what she needed. He imagined her jaw tightening, the quiet resentment.

He put the phone in his pocket, pulled on his jacket, and left. Stillness was dangerous tonight.

The neighborhood streets had the hush of places that hadn’t decided what they were yet, quiet apartments, a laundromat, a dark yoga studio, a lit vape shop. Sodium lamps turned everything a shade more melancholy. The eucalyptus trees dripped from an earlier drizzle, the air clean and medicinal.

He walked with no plan because aimless walking was the only thing that reliably damped the part of his mind that tracked Nicole’s silences second by second.

By the second block, the phone felt heavy. He took it out, opened her thread.

Good morning beautiful, sent, delivered, read at 8, 42 a.m. No reply.

Good night, sweet dreams baby, sent, delivered, read at 11, 17 p.m. No reply.

He’d sent those two texts every day since he left Scottsdale. The first week, her replies had come warm and quick. By the third, the gaps had stretched, replies thinning to single words, then nothing at all. Nine days since they’d spoken on the phone.

He told himself he was ‘giving her space,’ that respectful phrase that made waiting feel like a choice. But the space felt less like room given and more like distance taken.

He put the phone away. Knowing that silence wasn’t always indifference didn’t help much when the silence was hers.

At Main and Oak, he paused. The wet pavement held the streetlights in gold puddles that shattered and reformed under passing tires and bicycle wheels.

Ahead, a neon shamrock glowed green and gold above a doorway, one corner of the sign flickering. Tubby’s Irish Pub.

He’d ducked in twice before, drawn by the way its light spilled onto the sidewalk like an argument for warmth.

The ocean’s low rush carried on the breeze behind him. He crossed the street and pushed the door open.

Tubby’s received him without comment, the way good pubs do. Christmas lights wound around the taps, surfboards bleached to grey above the entrance, the mahogany bar worn soft by years of forearms. Neon signs threw blue and green across the ceiling. Fried food, old wood, Guinness, and a damp, unnamed note hung in the air, as though the walls had soaked up decades of confessions and were exhaling them slowly.

He took his usual stool at the far end. Two old men argued over a cribbage board. A young couple shared nachos and each other. A table of off-duty nurses laughed like their own sound system. Baseball and vintage music videos rolled silently on the TVs.

“Evenin’, Jesse.”

Jimmy appeared in his Hawaiian shirt, goatee gone completely grey, looking like a man who had made a sideways decision long ago and come to peace with it.

“Hey, Jimmy.”

“Rough day?”

“Just one of those weeks.”

“Aren’t they all.” Jimmy built his vodka soda without asking and slid it over. Then he turned to the Guinness tap with the focus of a man for whom a perfect pour counted as prayer.

The first sip loosened the band in Jesse’s shoulders. He watched the Guinness cascade into a glass down the bar, the foam settling, the room’s noise layering into something almost soothing.

He lifted his phone again.

Both texts, delivered. Read. No reply.

He let the screen go dark and placed the phone face-down.
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In Scottsdale, the house breathed differently.

Nicole sat on the couch, second glass of wine in hand, the TV on low for company rather than plot. The feeling that had moved in since Jesse left still resisted naming. It wasn’t exactly loneliness; she saw people constantly, and the ache followed her from restaurant to car to bedroom. It felt structural, not situational.

The kids were gone. Emily and Madeleine at school, their rooms neat in that unsettling way of rooms frozen after being “organized against grief.” Ryan at his fire station, his bed in the house made with hotel precision.

She’d cried once over folding Madeleine’s old blanket for storage, then gone to brunch with Ramona and laughed too loudly at mediocre jokes. She’d been moving like that ever since Jesse left,  speeding up so nothing could catch her.

“You’re running yourself ragged,” Ramona had said eleven days ago at Buck & Rider, food untouched. “Whatever you’re running from is faster, and you’re going to exhaust yourself before you outpace it.”

“I’m fine,” Nicole had replied, ordering another bottle. She had not been fine.

The Tucker problem hadn’t helped. She’d started calling it that in her head, as though labeling it clinically would drain some power. His texts came daily now, starting with nostalgic nibbles, remember when we used to, and shifting into something heavier, a campaign gathering momentum.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table.

Tucker.

I just found out you broke up with Jesse, and he left town. That means you’re finally ready to give us a real chance. I’ll come by tomorrow. We need to talk.

Her pulse jumped.

“We didn’t break up,” she told the empty room, and poured more wine.

Even as she said it, she heard the hollowness. She had asked Jesse for space. He had given it with clean, almost painful respect, no surprise calls, no sulking, his good-morning and good-night texts arriving like clockwork. Sometimes she resented his discipline, resented that he would honor the boundary she’d drawn when a secret part of her had hoped he might try to cross it.

Why isn’t he fighting for me? The thought came uninvited. She knew it wasn’t fair, and knowing didn’t make it go away.

She typed back to Tucker, fingers tight on the phone, 

We didn’t break up, Tucker. Please don’t assume you know what’s happening in my life. And don’t come by tomorrow. That’s not going to work for me.

Send. Boundary drawn, at least on that front.

The message stirred everything else. If she could tell Tucker no, why was she saying so little to Jesse? Why was she letting the word “space” do all the talking for her?

She opened Jesse’s thread.

Rows of his steady messages. Her replies thinning out like a fade-out on a song she still liked but couldn’t bear to play loudly.

If you don’t move, she told herself, something else will move for you.

She didn’t draft three times. She didn’t ease into it with jokes. She just typed before she could talk herself out of it.

I don’t think I want space anymore. I miss you. Can we talk?

The words looked naked on the screen. She hit send anyway and set the phone on the table, screen up.

One minute. Five. Ten.

No typing dots. No reply.

He’s out, she reminded herself. He’s on West Coast time, he could be with coworkers, in the shower, on a walk. He doesn’t owe you instant reassurance just because you finally reached.

The silence stretched for hours, the more her courage curdled into humiliation.

Fine, she thought.

She picked up the phone again and typed, 

Got it. Message received.

It wasn’t meant as punishment; it was armor. A way to tell herself she hadn’t been left hanging, she’d chosen to stop reaching. She hit send.

Then she went into settings, turned off notifications, and muted Jesse’s thread. The little icon beside his name felt like sealing a vault.

She set the phone face-down, then carried it to the bedroom and put it in the nightstand drawer before she could change her mind.

Protect yourself, she told herself. You can’t sit here waiting for a man three states away to clear your own confusion for you.

She lay down in the dark and tried to keep her breathing steady.
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Maeve sat in the dark car outside Tubby’s and ran through it once, the way a surgeon checks tools before a cut.

Air.

Air does not hold what passes through it. It carries. A word, a breath, a silence, a name spoken once and heard everywhere. First invitation.

Water.

Water does not fight the stone. It finds the low place, and it enters, and it waits until everything has taken its shape. His feelings had to already be there, moving toward someone else. The spell could not create that current. It could only redirect it.

Earth.

Earth does not reach. It receives. Ground the spell. Give the love in him somewhere to land.

Fire.

Fire must destroy in order to create. No negotiation. At some point, something in him would have to burn,  an illusion, a loyalty, a version of himself. Her desire could not lead here. The sequence had to.

Spirit.

Not last so much as judge. Air would name, Water enter, Earth hold, Fire consume, but Spirit would ask what remained when the wanting had spent itself. Only then could the Morrígan step in. Only then could witch and goddess share a body. Only then could the love be taken, if what lived inside him still had enough truth in it to be worth claiming.

Three attempts in a lifetime. This was her second.

If she honored the order, Spirit would open, and she would be one with the raven queen while the world learned again how to bow.

If she failed, the working would not simply fizzle. It would twist. Or turn on her. Or start erasing her from the inside out.

She opened the door and stepped toward the bar.
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Jesse was on his second drink, mind suspended in the bar’s noise, when the stool beside him scraped back.

Movement. Copper.

He turned slightly. Her hair caught the neon and made its own color, deep, saturated copper, the shade of old pennies and autumn leaves, moving heavy as she shrugged out of her black leather jacket. Emerald dress, boots with weight, the easy posture of someone who knew exactly how much space she took up and had made peace with it. Her eyes were green, old-glass green, clear even in the dim light. It distracted him, he did not notice his phone vibrating.

“Evening,” she said. The Irish lilt was faint, like an old song half-remembered.

“Evening.” He wasn’t used to strangers, especially strangers like her, starting the conversation.

She glanced up at the taps, considering, then looked at
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