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PROLOGUE: WHAT EOGHAN LEFT IN THE GROUND
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Twenty-seven years after the plain of Mag Tuired

The stone was no bigger than his fist.

Eoghan had carried it from the far ridge at first light, before anyone was awake to ask him where he was going. He'd wrapped it in the piece of cloth Tailtiu had given him. Pale linen, very clean, which felt wrong out here on a mud morning. But she had insisted on the cloth, and he had learned not to argue with Tailtiu about instructions like that.

He came down to the hollow alone.

The hollow sat at the western edge of the plain, in the low fold of ground where the limestone thinned over the old channel. He'd grown up hearing it called the wrong place, the breathe-out, the bit you didn't walk through on your way anywhere. His mother had steered around it. His father had steered around it. Everyone he knew steered around it and nobody talked about it much, with the silence people kept around a neighbor's cruelty or a wound that wasn't healing. The silence itself was the information.

He'd been watching it for two years now. That was his job.

The water in the pool was still. Dark. Cold in a way that had nothing to do with the season. It was cold in July, cold in the dry heart of summer when everything else had baked and cracked. It was always cold because it ran through the deep channel below, and the deep channel ran under the plain, and under the plain was what Tailtiu had bought them twenty-seven years of not thinking about.

He crouched at the pool's edge.

Bent over it.

Something looked back, very far down. He didn't flinch. He'd been watching this pool long enough that the looking-back had stopped frightening him. It was just the nature of the place.

He unwrapped the stone.

It sat in his palm, pale limestone with lines cut through it that he didn't fully understand and didn't need to. Tailtiu had cut them. They meant: held. Closed. Not yet.

He put it in the water.

It went in cleanly, no splash, settling with the slight sound of something finding its resting place after a long journey. He followed it down. It went down and down through the cold dark until it disappeared, and then the pool was still again.

Behind him, on the plain, the camp was waking. Smoke rising. Horses shifting. The ordinary sounds of people who had fought a war and were now trying to remember how to be people again.

He stayed by the pool for a while.

The seal would hold. Tailtiu had said it would hold and Tailtiu had always been right about what mattered. It would hold as long as no one opened the field again, no blood, no playing, no young men running themselves into the limestone trying to prove things to gods who were still watching from under the ground.

He put his hand flat on the grass beside the pool.

"I'll watch it," he said.

Not to Tailtiu. Not to any of the Tuatha he'd spent his adult life fighting beside and against. To the plain itself, which had its own memory and didn't much care who you thought you were talking to.

Then he stood and went back to camp.

* * *
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Three thousand years passed.

People buried their dead in that ground and built on it and cleared it and left it fallow and built again. They named it and renamed it. They forgot what the names had meant. The hollow at the western edge was farmed over and then flooded and then drained and then left. The pool that had held the stone was still there under the grass, cold in all seasons, watched by nothing living.

The stone was still in it.

The plain waited.

It was very good at waiting.

* * *
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One morning in March, after the rain had been heavy for three weeks and the underground channels had taken in too much water, the sinkholes on the northeastern ridge began to erupt upward. A van pulled into the gravel lay-by at the edge of Moytura and four people got out.

One of them was carrying a notebook with a folded photocopy tucked between the pages.

Nobody opened the pool.

They didn't need to.

The field was already breathing.

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE: THE CUT IN THE GROUND
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The plain didn't want them there.

Orla Kincaid knew that was an absurd thought. Land didn't want. Land was rock, drainage, and whatever the weather had been doing to it for ten thousand years. She had a PhD and eight months of grief, and she was not a person who anthropomorphized landscapes.

She kept her hand on the van door and faced the plain anyway.

It looked back.

She killed the engine.

"This is it?" Finn Doyle said from the passenger seat, personally offended. He had a gift for taking offense at things that had no idea he existed. "This is the legendary site."

"We don't call it legendary before we've found anything."

"There's nothing here."

"There are twelve hundred years of documented habitation and a subsurface void system the department's been trying to fund since 2019."

"So nothing."

Ciaran Walsh leaned in from the back, his chin on the headrest. "What were you expecting? Fire? A hovering druid?"

"Occasion," Finn said. "Just a little occasion."

"There's a sign," Nessa Byrne said without looking up from her tablet. "For the site. You passed it half a mile back while you were telling us why protein bars count as breakfast."

"They do count."

"They're compressed dust and optimism."

Orla got out.

The cold took her immediately. Not a sharp cold. West of Ireland March cold, the kind that seeped. The wind came low off the limestone, carrying the smell of old rain and something beneath it she couldn't name, something enclosed, like a room that hadn't been opened in a long time.

She stood with her hand on the van door.

Eight months since Claire. The accident on the N17, the phone call, and two days when she couldn't remember her own address when people asked. The grief had changed since then, gone from something that sat on her chest to something more chronic, a difference in the light in certain rooms, a habit of starting sentences she didn't finish.

She'd been in the middle of a fight with Claire when it happened.

That was the part she couldn't set down.

Claire would have found this field beautiful. Would have stood here in the same cold and said something careful and slightly ridiculous. Orla would have been irritated by it and then laughed at herself for being irritated. They had been doing that for three years.

She put it away.

"Where do you want us?" Finn had climbed out on his side, face into the wind, unreasonably pleased with himself for no reason, as he always was.

"Nessa, GPS. Ciaran, flags. Finn, camera and notes."

He caught the camera bag. "You trust me with the historical record?"

"Not even a little."

He grinned. "That was affection."

"It was logistics. Go."

They spread out.

Orla had been to Moytura four times before. She knew the character of its silence, how sound traveled differently over the limestone here, the way the light came in wrong on some days. She'd stopped trying to explain that. It was in the literature if you wanted it, the folklore, the geological data about underground resonance, the archaeoacoustics papers nobody read. There were reasons. The reasons didn't make it any less strange when you were standing in it.

She climbed a rise for a wider view.

The western section dipped in a curve that could be natural or could be the shadow of something old and built, and below the rise the limestone lay in pale ribs through the grass, and then she saw it.

A darker line in the pale grass. Running crooked through the stone.

Not a shadow. The edges were too sharp, white where new stone had cracked open.

She came down.

Close up, it was unmistakably a split, the limestone parted clean along some old line in its memory. Three meters long, widening at the center to maybe fifteen centimeters. Below the gap: darkness, not shallow.

She crouched and took out her brush, clearing mud from the edges.

The carved channels stopped her brush mid-stroke.

They were cut into the limestone around the opening, not natural, not random. Curves intersecting curves, the kind of work you saw on sealed megalithic entrances. Her brain tried three different academic frameworks in about two seconds and dropped all of them. Her hands were cold. Not from the air. From the blood pulling away from them, the body making its quiet preparations.

At the center of the crack, catching the gray light the way only worked metal caught it, something round sat in the mud below. Dark yellow-gold. Marked.

No bigger than a sliotar.

She put her hand in her jacket pocket. Found the folded photocopy. Didn't take it out.

"Finn," she called.

Something in her voice got him moving before she finished the word.

* * *
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They found the rope in the van. Nessa checked the ground between anchor and edge for soft spots and found two, marking them. Ciaran held the anchor. Finn held the rope and didn't argue when Orla said she was going down, which told her he was more frightened than he'd let on, because Finn Doyle always argued.

She went in.

The cold rose out of the crack before she'd descended a meter. Not weather cold. Something that had never been warm. It found the gap between her collar and her neck, went there, and stayed.

The cavity below was a proper chamber. The limestone had dropped away into a shelf before falling further into dark she couldn't measure. Roots hung from the ceiling. Water ran somewhere she couldn't see. The smell was copper and old stone and something else underneath both, animal, enclosed, the smell of something that had been in one place for a very long time.

She gagged. One involuntary sound, her hand against her mouth, the copper hitting the back of her throat before she'd processed what she smelled. Old blood and something beneath it, the closed-room smell of three thousand years of waiting in the dark. She swallowed it down and kept her hand where it was until the reflex passed.

The object sat in a cradle of mud and rock at the near edge of the shelf. Round, dense, the brass surface dark with age beneath the dirt. The marks on it ran in bands, concentric, too careful to be decoration.

She reached for it.

The whistle stopped.

She hadn't registered the whistle until it stopped, a low, constant sound coming from somewhere below the shelf, so steady it had become part of the background. When it stopped, the silence that replaced it had weight.

The ball shifted under her grip. Not from her pulling. Something underneath released. A click she felt through the rock, and then the shelf moved on its old hinges.

"Pull me up."

The rope went taut.

She went up fast and ungracefully, scraping her arm on the lip. Finn's hands were on her coat before she'd fully cleared the edge, and she sat down hard in the wet grass, the ball in her hands.

She opened her fist.

Heavier than it should have been. The marks were not decoration. She saw that immediately. Near the center of one band, an eye. Narrow. Crossed by a single line.

Nessa had gone quiet.

Orla had been watching Nessa go quiet since the field surveys she'd supervised over the past two years. She knew the type. Nessa went quiet when she was hearing something, not metaphorically, something the rest of them weren't receiving. It had happened twice during the autumn surveys, both times near the western section, and both times Orla had filed it away and not asked.

She asked now.

"What," Orla said.

Nessa blinked. Reached toward the ball and stopped. "I thought I heard—"

The ground kicked.

One impact, from below. Hard enough that they felt it in their knees.

Not an earthquake.

A knock.

The carved channels around the crack lit amber.

None of them moved.

"We go now," Ciaran said.

They went.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO: SOMETHING CAME WITH THEM
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Orla drove too fast, knew it, and didn't stop.

The plain fell away in the mirror as something she'd done wrong receded. Can't undo it. Noted.

Nessa was in the back, gauze pressed to her left temple. The hurl had caught her on the way out. Stupid, panicked, Finn grabbing everything at once, the ball slipping, the stick spinning. The cut was clean, but head wounds bled like accusations, and the gauze was already soaked through.

Four minutes to the village clinic. Twenty to A&E.

Symptoms of concussion: nausea, confusion, unequal pupils, vomiting.

"Stop doing that," Nessa said.

"Doing what?"

"The jaw thing."

"Nessa. How's your vision?"

"Fine."

"Double?"

"No."

"Ringing?"

Silence.

"Nessa," Orla said.

"There's a sound. Not ringing. It's more — it's not in my ears. It's further in."

Ciaran had his knees drawn up and his arms wrapped around them, and had been that way since they left the field. "Is it the ball?"

Finn shifted his boots around the bundle on the floor between his feet. Neither of them had wanted to hold it for the drive. Neither had said it.

"Maybe," Nessa said. "Or the concussion."

"Both," Ciaran said.

"Ciaran."

"Sorry. Nervous talking."

The clinic was on the edge of the village, a converted terrace with a red cross over the door. She pulled in. Nessa was already saying she didn't need A&E before the engine stopped.

"Your head needs looking at."

"That's been true of me longer than tonight."

"Out."

They all got out. By this point, nobody was willing to stay alone with the bundle on the floor.

Except Finn.

Orla pointed at him. "Stay."

His shoulders tightened toward the bundle. "You're leaving me with it."

"You'll be fine."

"On what basis?"

"It doesn't want you yet."

She said it so flatly that he didn't argue. She was getting better at projecting certainty she didn't have. Eight months of practice.

* * *
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The waiting room was white and antiseptic, and she wanted to live in it. The nurse who appeared was brisk and calm, and there was something almost tearfully normal about watching a human institution do its job.

The nurse irrigated the cut. Nessa ran a quiet commentary of complaints about iodine. Orla stood by the door.

The fragment.

She'd found it in February, three weeks after Claire's funeral, in the kind of 3 a.m. archive dive that grief made possible by removing sleep. A seventeenth-century transcription of something older. The transcriber had flagged it as a late-pagan intrusion on a Christian text.

When ash wood strikes the brass ball on this field again, and the blood of the young is spilled by mischance, the Mother beneath stone shall stir. The Eye shall open. The match unfinished shall be called again, and the debt remaining shall be paid by those who stand upon the plain.

She hadn't shown Hanley. She'd wanted one piece of the work that was only hers.

That had been wrong.

"You knew about the ball," Nessa said.

Not a question.

"There's a fragment. An old text. Ash wood, brass ball—"

"Blood of the young." Flat. Level. "How long have you had it."

"Six weeks."

Silence.

"I should have told you before the site."

"Yes."

"I didn't think it was real."

Nessa touched the gauze on her temple, then the blood on her collar and the stain on Orla's jacket where the ball had been.

"And now?" she said.

Orla didn't answer. Which was its own answer.

* * *
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Back in the car park, Finn was outside the van with his arms folded.

"It tapped," he said.

"What do you mean tapped?"

"Three times. Spaced. From inside the jacket." He angled his body away from the van. "I put it on the ground. It stopped."

Ciaran: "Seatbelt buckle?"

"No."

"Wind against—"

"No."

They stood in the car park and nobody moved toward the van.

"Open it," Orla said.

Finn opened the rear door. Peeled back the jacket.

The ball sat in the folds, still, the carved channels catching the gray light with that amber undertone that shouldn't have been there. Not in flat cloud-light. Not from metal this old.

"It stopped when you came out," Finn said.

Orla was about to answer when she saw the woman.

Far side of the car park wall. Tall and very still. Pale clothing that moved wrong against the wind. Dark hair. Her face. Orla's eyes kept sliding off it the way they slid off something too bright to look at directly.

Looking at them.

One hand raised. Not waving.

Summoning.

Nessa moved. One step toward the road, not chosen, her body ahead of her mind. Finn's hand closed on her arm. She stopped against his grip.

"Don't," he said.

"I know. Don't let go."

He didn't let go.

Every light on the clinic building went out simultaneously.

Back on.

Out again, this time staying out, and the car park went gray and flat and the woman across the wall was still there with her arm still raised and rain moved through her outline in a way rain didn't move through solid things.

"Van," Orla said.

Nobody argued.

She drove. The woman was gone from the wall by the time they'd turned. Gone or somewhere else. From the floor of the van, soft and patient:

Tap. Silence. Tap. Silence. Tap.

Nobody said anything.

The road ran ahead of them and behind them the plain receded and the world kept proving it had rooms nobody'd told them about.

* * *
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He is on the field.

He has been on the field since the strike. The counting of time came apart quickly. It stopped being days, stopped being seasons, became something else, became the field itself, the field as duration. He is on the field. The field is all the time there is.

He is seventeen.

He will always be seventeen. The hollow took him at seventeen and the hollow does not age what it keeps.

The ball is still in play. That is the part he cannot settle. The ball is still in play because the match was still in play when it happened, when the ash came around wrong and the man went down, when the field went from game to consequence in the span of one breath. The match was interrupted but not concluded. In the hollow's tallying these are different things. Interrupted means still running. Still running means he is still on the field, still mid-play, still in the moment before and after simultaneously, both of them pressing against him.

He hears Eoghan sometimes.

Not clearly. Eoghan moves above the field, above the limestone, walking the old paths in the seasons when the hollow is thinnest. His footsteps come down through the stone like sound through water: present, recognizable, but translated by the medium. The weight of him. The way he held his body when he walked, left shoulder slightly lower, old injury from the second battle. Still lower, even now. Even after everything.

He knows Eoghan is there the way you know someone is in the next room. Through walls. Through limestone, which is thicker than walls and keeps things longer.

He has been trying to say his name for three thousand years.

Not to Eoghan. To anyone above the surface who might hear it. The hollow conducts sound upward in places where the stone is thin. At the western section, where the sealed crack runs, the stone is thin. He has been putting the sound of his name into the crack for three thousand years and the sound has been going up and dissolving in the air above the plain where nobody was listening.

The ball is still in play.

He would like to rest. He understands rest theoretically. He has seen it in the seasons, in the plains that go fallow, in the held breath of the limestone between rains. But rest requires the account to close and the account does not close because the match does not conclude because the match was interrupted.

He is on the field.

He has always been on the field.

He waits.

* * *
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The cottage had a face.

Orla stopped at the gate, hand tightening on the cold latch, and Ciaran said, beside her, "Is that just the windows or—"

"It's the windows," she said.

She said it the way you said I know to something you did not want to know. The windows of Brigid's cottage were wrong the way windows were wrong in old buildings, not reflecting the light correctly, holding the dark a little longer than glass should, suggesting presence rather than absence behind them. She knew the geology of this. She knew that the limestone in old window frames absorbed and re-emitted light differently than modern glass. She knew all of this.

She still didn't want to go in.

Nessa went in first.

Not because she was brave. She was standing at the front when Máiréad opened the door and it would have required a decision to step back and she didn't make it. She went in the way you went into cold water: the first step the hardest, the second step already done.

The cottage was warm.

That was what was wrong.

Old stone buildings in rural Connacht were cold. Uniformly, apologetically cold, the cold of thick walls that had been absorbing damp for a century and had made a permanent arrangement with it. This cottage was warm. Not warm like a fire had been going for hours. Warm like the ground below it was warm, like the warmth was coming up through the flags rather than down from the ceiling.

Nessa stopped.

"The road," she said.

"What?" Orla said.

"The bound road. It runs directly below this building." She pressed her foot against the flagstone floor. "I can hear it from here."

Máiréad said, from the kitchen: "Yes. That's why I took the cottage."

* * *
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CHAPTER THREE: BRIGID'S COTTAGE
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She didn't call Hanley.

Phone out three times on the road from the clinic and put away three times. The first time because she needed both hands and the road was wet and the van was going too fast. The second because she couldn't find the sentence that began Professor, I found something at the western hollow and ended anywhere useful. The third because when she reached for the phone the tapping from the floor stopped, and it only started again when she put the phone down, and she didn't want to understand what that meant.

She drove to Brigid's cottage.

Her aunt's place outside Headford, down a lane so narrow it was more a suggestion than a road, bordered by hedges so old they'd grown into walls on both sides and let in light only when the wind moved them. She'd been going down this lane since she was eight years old. It led to a house Brigid had been meaning to sell since Orla was twelve and had not quite gotten around to. She never explained why. Orla suspected it had less to do with sentiment than with the fact that rural property in Connacht sold slowly and Brigid was patient.

The key was in the cracked stone planter by the door. It had been in the cracked stone planter by the door since before Orla had any memories. Irish families treated privacy as a foreign superstition.

The cottage appeared in the headlights piece by piece: whitewashed walls gone the color of old cream, sagging gutters over the front windows, a hawthorn tree bent almost flat against the wall on the south side from years of Atlantic wind. A battered metal gate that didn't latch. Behind the house, invisible in the dark, a pasture full of someone else's sheep.

"A remote rural cottage," Ciaran said from the back. "In the rain. In the dark. We're making all the choices."

"You have a better idea."

He thought about it, which she appreciated. "No," he said. "Not one that handles the object without involving more people. Which feels wrong."

"Right." She parked on the gravel. Killed the lights. "Out."

They got out. The rain had gone soft, not stopped, just softened, the kind of Irish rain that wasn't dramatic enough to fight and too persistent to ignore. The gravel was wet, the gate was stuck on its post, and Orla lifted it, as she'd been doing since childhood.

The front door stuck in the frame, swollen with the damp. She shouldered it, and it gave with a groan. The smell of Brigid's house came out at her: peat dust, the faint sweetness of the tea Brigid had been buying since the 1970s, and the staleness of a house nobody had opened in three months. Old lampshades. Stored blankets. The archaeology of a life lived in a small space for a long time.

She hit the light switch inside the door.

The lamp by the entry table came on. Then the one in the sitting room. The rooms revealed themselves in stages: an old sofa with worn armrests and a crocheted throw that had been on the back of it for as long as Orla could remember. A bookshelf containing paperback thrillers with cracked spines, a local history of Connacht, and a Bible with a worn cover. Framed photographs on every wall, family photographs, the kind accumulated over decades, a record of occasions that had seemed worth recording at the time.

On the shelf above the cold stove: Orla at twelve with the sun in her eyes and her mother's hand on her shoulder.

Her hand stopped at the sight for a second.

Then she found the peat basket beside the stove and started a fire.

* * *
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It took twenty minutes to make the cottage livable. The stove caught on the third attempt. Finn found the airing cupboard upstairs and brought down dry clothes. Brigid kept a supply on the principle that the weather was never to be trusted and visitors were never as prepared as they thought. Ciaran filled the kettle. Nessa sat in the armchair nearest the stove without being pointed at it, which told Orla her head was worse than she was saying.

Orla checked Nessa's pupils again. Symmetric. Tracking. Good. The cut had dried under the clinic's dressing, but the skin around it was starting to bruise, which was normal and not dangerous, and still looked bad.

"I'm fine," Nessa said.

"I know."

"You keep checking."

"I know." Orla sat on the low stool opposite the armchair. "What are you hearing?"

Nessa turned toward the covered windows. Outside the rain ran down the glass in thin rivers. "Something that was quiet before is loud now. I've been trying to find a metaphor for it. You know when you turn up a sound you've been ignoring and suddenly you can't un-hear it? It's like that."

"Since the field."

"Since the blood." She touched the dressing lightly. "The cut is part of it. I hear better through it. That's a strange sentence."

"All of today has been strange sentences." Orla nudged the jacket-wrapped ball farther from the table with her boot. She'd put it there when she came in, in the corner by the bookshelf, not on any surface she wanted it on. "Before we talk about the fragment, I need to say something."

Finn looked up from the dry clothes he was sorting.

"I found the fragment six weeks ago," Orla said. "In the archive. And I didn't report it. I didn't tell Hanley, I didn't tell the department, I didn't tell any of you. If I'd reported it, we'd have had protocols. Site preparation. Emergency contacts. We would not have been four people alone on a field with no support when the ground cracked open."

Silence.

"I'm not asking to be forgiven for that," she said. "I'm telling you so you can factor it in when you decide whether to trust my judgment going forward."

Another silence.

Then Ciaran said: "You thought it wasn't real."

"Yes."

"And now."

The ball on the floor pulled her attention back. "Now I know it's real. And I'm telling you everything I know and asking you to tell me everything you know, and we're going to make decisions together from here. That's the offer."

Nobody argued.

Finn handed out the dry clothes. They changed without ceremony, with the practical efficiency of people who had been wet for hours and had stopped caring about the social mechanics of changing in shared spaces. Ciaran sat at the kitchen table in Brigid's uncle's cable-knit jumper, which was four sizes too large and seemed to have been put on by circumstance rather than choice. Finn wore a work shirt and looked only slightly incongruous, which was his baseline. Nessa stayed in the armchair and accepted a dry jumper without standing up.

The tea was ready.

They sat around the kitchen table, all of them except Nessa, who was across the room. Orla took the photocopy from her notebook and read the fragment aloud.

It sounded different in the kitchen of Brigid's cottage in the small hours than it had in her head for six weeks. More real. More present. The difference between a secret you carried privately and a truth you gave to a room.

When she finished, nobody spoke for a moment.

Then Finn said, "That's bad."

"Yes."

"How bad is it?"

"I don't know the full shape of it yet." She folded the photocopy carefully. "I know the ball came up when Nessa's blood hit the stone. I know the fragment describes those conditions. I know the woman we saw at the clinic car park is part of the mythology connected to this field."

"Danu," Nessa said from the armchair.

"Yes."

"How do you know it's Danu?" Ciaran said.

"I'm hearing her," Nessa said. "Not her voice. Her — presence, I suppose. The way you could hear a very large body in the dark, by its breathing, and know roughly how big it was." Her attention kept returning to the covered windows. "She's very old and she's been in this field for a very long time, and she is not pleased with us."

Ciaran turned his mug in his hands. "What does she want?"

"The ball back," Nessa said. "And us to play the match."

"We're not hurlers," Finn said.

"We don't have to be hurlers," Nessa said. "We have to be the people who were in the field when the conditions were met. The function isn't the sport — it's the role. She needs people in the right positions to complete the quarter structure. I think she's been waiting for people with the right — I don't know the word. Resonances, maybe. People who fit the old positions." Her focus moved to each of them in turn. "I think we do."

Ciaran turned to Orla. "She thinks we fit."

"She thinks that," Orla said carefully. "I don't know whether to agree with her yet."

The fire in the stove crackled. The tea went cold. Outside, the rain went on doing what rain did, and the old house absorbed it as it had absorbed forty years of Atlantic weather, with the undemonstrative resilience of stone and mortar that had made its peace with the climate.

Orla unfolded the fragment again.

The debt remaining shall be paid by those who stand upon the plain.

They had stood on the plain. Nessa had bled on it. The ball had come up, the crack had opened, what waited below had stirred, and the woman at the car park had raised her hand.

They had already stood.

The question was what standing meant.

"We need someone who knows this field," Orla said. "Not the archaeology. The other part of it. Someone who's been here their whole life and knows the old version of the story. I know someone."

"Tonight?" Finn said.

"Tomorrow at first light." She shifted her foot away from the ball on the floor. "Tonight we keep the ball safe and we don't open doors."

"Is that all we need to do?" Ciaran said.

The lamp above the kitchen table flickered.

Once. Then steady.

Every face turned toward it.

It was steady. Just a lamp. Just an old lamp in an old house with an electrical system that had been updated in the nineties and had been declining gently ever since.

The ball on the floor was very still.

"That's probably all we need to do," Orla said.

* * *
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They stayed at the table until midnight, going over what they knew.

The fragment. The ball's markings. Nessa's hearing since the field. The woman at the car park. The tapping in the van. The crack in the limestone and the carved channels around it and the amber light. Orla had her notebook open and wrote while they talked, the old fieldwork habit, and the writing helped, the record being made helping her believe the impossible facts they were recording, pinning the impossible day to paper.

Ciaran did what Ciaran did under pressure, which was talk. Not rambling. Structured, as his essays were structured, building an argument from available evidence toward a conclusion he'd announce only when he was confident in it. He talked about the mythology. What he knew of the Fomorians and the Tuatha and the Fir Bolg and the plain of Moytura and the way the stories diverged and agreed and the places where the divergence looked deliberate, looked like someone had changed a version on purpose.

"The debt," he said. "The word keeps coming back in the fragment. The debt remaining. Not the battle. Not the claim. The debt. A debt implies payment owed for something already taken. Not a war between competing claims. One side took something from the other and didn't pay."

"What was taken?" Finn said.

Ciaran was quiet. "I don't know. I don't think the text is clear on it. But the debt is the structure the match was meant to settle. That's why the match matters more than the battle. The battle was the violence. The match was the attempt to settle it without more violence. And the match didn't finish."

"Breccan," Nessa said.

Orla met her eyes.

"I keep hearing the name Breccan," Nessa said. "In the field I keep hearing it. I don't know who that is."

Nobody answered, because nobody knew yet.

At midnight, the lamp above the table flickered again, longer this time, and when it came back, Orla turned to the window and saw the curtain move.

Not in a draft. The window was closed.

She crossed to it before the others had tracked the movement and put her hand flat on the glass.

Cold. The cold of outside, the cold of late March, the cold of the night. And below that, under the ordinary cold, a different cold, the cold she'd felt in the crack, the cold from below.

She left her hand on the glass for a moment.

Then she took her hand away and said, quietly: "Everybody into the front room. Leave the ball where it is."

They went.

The tapping started at the kitchen window ten minutes later.

* * *
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The front room was smaller than the kitchen and warmer from the day's residual sun through the south-facing windows. They sat on the floor, all four of them, backs to the wall under the bookshelf of paperback thrillers and local history. The floor was lower than the windowline, and being lower felt like something, even if it wasn't.

The tapping moved.

Kitchen window, three measured knocks. Then the side window, two. Then the front window, directly above their heads. The sound of it close was different. You felt it slightly in the back of your skull as well as hearing it, the glass transmitting the vibration.

One knock.

Pause.

Three knocks.

Pattern. Too regular to be the wind. Not an accident.

Ciaran had his iron nail and was holding it as a person holds an object that is probably useless but is still the most useful thing available. Finn had the old camán. He'd taken it from the corner by the door when Orla said front room, and he hadn't put it down, and nobody had pointed out that a hurling stick probably wasn't effective against whatever was outside.

It was the right shape for a hand to hold. That was probably the point.

Nessa had her eyes closed.

"What are you hearing?" Orla said. Very quiet.

"It's looking for something," Nessa said. "Testing the house. The way you'd check a wall for hollow spaces — going along, tapping, listening for the change in sound."

"What's it looking for?"

"A way in that isn't a threshold."

"What does that mean?"

"Thresholds have — accumulated meaning. Everyone who's come through the front door, everyone who's left through the back. Intention layered on intention. It makes a threshold hard to cross if you're not invited. It's looking for a place where there's no accumulated intention. A window nobody ever opened. A wall with nothing behind it."

"The kitchen window," Orla said. "The one with the broken latch."

"If that window has been broken for years and nobody used it—"

"I'll fix it," Ciaran said, and was on his feet before anyone else processed the sentence.

Finn went with him.

They were back in four minutes. Ciaran had found a hammer and a nail in the utility drawer. Brigid's utility drawer was a comprehensive record of forty years of small household repairs, fully stocked. He had nailed the broken latch shut from the inside.

"That's it?" Finn said.

"That's all I've got," Ciaran said.

The tapping at the kitchen window stopped.

The tapping at the front window started again.

"It knew," Orla said.

"It's patient," Nessa said. "It has been patient for a very long time."

The front window tapping went on for twenty minutes, patient and measured. Three knocks, pause, one knock, pause, three knocks. No urgency to it. The patience of something that understood time differently, calibrated by three thousand years toward the long view.

Then the voice started.

It came from outside the front window. Or from the space between the outside and the inside. It was Claire's voice, and the sound of it took Orla to a place below her ribs, like a hand reaching in and closing on something vital.

"Orla," Claire said.

The voice was right. Not close. Not almost. The exact vocal weight of a woman who had grown up in Cork and
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