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The Five Boxes

T. J. Matthews

 

TIt was a cool autumn day. Early September 1914. It wasn't of course, our 1914. It was somebody else's. 

In Mountjoy Prison, there was a rather unique prisoner. His name was Bill Duignan. He wasn't a young man, as martyrs these days tended to be. He was in his early sixties and should really have been looking forward to his retirement. Yet here he was. 

He was quite a celebrity. Every now and again, there'd be demonstrations outside the jail, demanding his release. This day however, it was all rather quiet, as three people were discreetly brought in to visit this very singular prisoner. 

The Governor had set aside a special room for them. It was monumentally grey. One table. Four chairs. When the visitors were shown in, Duignan was sitting in his prison uniform on the opposite side of the table.

	“Come into my office," he said with a weary smile.

	The three visitors were Mary, Duignan's daughter who was in her late twenties, Barney McQueen, a rather dandyish American who was about the same age and there was John. 

His shoulder-length hair was a shocked, elderly grey, but he had the unlined, unlived face of a much younger man. He was dressed for all the world like an undertaker. Without the tall hat, of course. His skin was a sickly white. 

	“Mary," Duignan said. "Barney. And who exactly is...?"

	“This is John," Barney said.

	John spoke in a completely flat, unemotional voice.

	“I am John." 

	“Well..." began Duignan.

	John interrupted, saying "Today...I am John."

	Duignan didn't know how to react to this, so he nervously laughed and said "Alrighty then. Sit down, for God's sake. Make yourselves at home. Although, it must be said you're taking an awful risk coming here."

	As the three visitors sat down, Duignan noticed that there were no Prison Guards in the room with them. 

	“Where are the guards gone?" he asked. 

	“Do they need to be here?" Mary asked in return. "Don't worry, dad, we won't be disturbed. The Governor and most of the staff are "alienists". Secretly, of course. Do you believe me?"

	“You know, I actually do. Of course, a lot of people wouldn't."

	“Good. This is in fact, one of the safest places we can be at the moment. There's a warrant out for my arrest. There's a warrant out for something considerably more than an arrest for good 'ol Barney here and I dread to think what the High Investigators would do if they found out the truth about John." 

	“The truth about John? That sounds mysterious."

	John appeared to be in a daze, until he suddenly seemed to wake up when Duignan asked him "Are you really that mysterious?"

	“I hope so," he replied. 

	“Good answer. So, Barney, what's it like out there?" 

	Barney glanced at Mary before answering "Hell. In a word. They're starting to burn people at the stake, again."

	“I beg your pardon?" Duignan whispered. 

	“I'm serious. They're actually burning people. They say it's very efficient. They're also setting up what they've called Witchfinder Militias to purge various towns and villages of "misbegotten alienists". The world's going mad, Mister Duignan. There's not a major city in the world where there aren't riots every goddamn night. Do you remember a couple of weeks ago when that Archduke whatever-his-name-was was shot? Everybody thought there was gonna be a war. Europe's too chaotic to have a war. As I said, the world's going mad."

	Mary's face was hard and bitter as she spoke next.

	“And the cherry on the top of this new dark age, as far as I'm bloody concerned, is the fact that there are people out there still trying to get you released. They think you're a hero...daddy." 

	“This is not the way it was supposed to be," John said quietly. 

	“No, it bloody isn't, pal," Duignan replied. 

	Looking at Mary and Barney, he continued "Look, I know you two lovebirds think I'm a monster and God knows, you're probably right, but Barney, of all the people in the world, can't you at least consider the possibility that I may actually have been right about all this? The world, this world right now, is simply not ready." 

	“A hundred years," John said. 

	“What?"

	“A hundred years too early." 

	Duignan looked at Mary and asked, "Where did you get him?" 

	“He got us," she said. 

	“What do you mean?" 

	“Do you remember about two and a half years ago? When Barney first showed us the five boxes...and what they contained?"

#

	“I had these boxes specially built to hold my brand-new buddies," Barney said with a proud smile, as he led Duignan and Mary to the centre of the warehouse. There were five upright boxes. Each one approximately seven feet tall.

	“Buddies?" Mary asked almost nervously. 

	“Absolutely, but don't you worry, all five of them are as dead as...well, dodos, I suppose. We can't tell how long exactly they've been like that, because when we dug them up, I have to say they were remarkably well-preserved." 

	“Well, don't just stand there. Let's have a look." 

	Barney looked at Duignan.

	“Are you ready, sir?" 

	“Not really, but go ahead, anyway." 

	Barney went to the side of one of the boxes and opened the front of it like a door. 

	Inside, there was a tall humanoid figure with pale green skin, long dark-blue hair, and completely red eyes. The toothless mouth was stretched open in a silent, frozen scream. He was dressed in a long robe that may once have been creamy-white, but now looked stained and grimy. 

	“Christ," Mary said quietly, as she moved back a step.

	Duignan was horrified as he asked, "What in the name of God is that?" 

	“That," Barney replied "is a creature from another world. An "alien", Mr. Duignan."

	Barney slowly walked over to the other boxes, opening each one to reveal very similar-looking creatures.

	“According to the elder, the legend says that when the tribe found these...individuals, they were still alive, but were obviously very sick. The tribe did try to help, but within days, these five aliens were all stone-dead. The tribe then buried them. And then centuries passed. Stories became legends. Legends became fairy tales. Fairy tales became jokes. Until the day the schmuck you're looking at, decided to do some digging. And there they..."

	“What are you going to do with them?" Duignan interrupted. 

	Barney was taken aback by the question and answered "Well, I'm going to reveal them to the world, sir. In my own hometown, in fact. New York City. They're already making plans about how we're gonna announce it. The Institute is going to pay to have these boxes transported across the Atlantic in the swankiest possible way. With me accompanying them, of course."

	“My God, so the rumours are true," Mary said with a broad smile on her face. "You lucky bastard." 

	“Don't do it," Duignan said. There seemed to be almost a touch of panic in his voice.

	“But sir..."

	“Don't tell the world about them. Hide them away somewhere. I don't care where. Just keep them away from sight."

	Mary went over to her father and gently asked "Are you sure about this, Dad?" 

	Duignan seemed to ignore her and almost shouted at Barney "Do you have any idea of the shock this'll cause? The trauma? The confusion? Most people out there still think we're at the centre of the bloody universe. Not physically, of course, but morally, spiritually, historically, it's supposed to be all about us. You'll be telling people we're just part of a larger story. And maybe only a minor one."

	“But rational people...." Barney said.

	“Are few and far between," Duignan interrupted. "For God's sake, Barney, look around you. We're living in a world where Mary can't even vote. Where the destiny of Europe is controlled by about a dozen in-bred cousins. Where there are millions of people who'd dance and sing at the prospect of going to war." 

#

	“And I looked at the two of them standing there and I thought "What am I doing, trying to convince them? They're young and naive ...and glorious."

	In the hidden comfort of his own home, Duignan who sitting by a roaring fire, looked up at his grey-haired butler and said, "That'll be all, Andrews."

	“Thank you, sir," Andrews said and slowly left the room. 	Just as he closed the door after him, Duignan smiled and leant forward to talk to the person who was in the chair opposite him "They're not cynical old eejits, like us." 

	He then took a large, folded sheet of paper from the table beside him. 

	“Don't ask me how I got this." 

	He handed the sheet over to his guest. His name was Peter Doyle. He had once been a soldier. Then he stopped being a soldier. Or rather, it had been decided that for everybody's sake, he should stop being a soldier. His official record described him as being "enthusiastic". It was not a compliment. And since, by the looks of things, there wasn't going to be a European War (this year anyway), his interests and talents could only really be utilized in an unofficial capacity.

	Duignan pointed at the paper in Doyle's hands and said "The six black dots represent the exact locations where the bombs should be placed. It should look like an accident. Bad craftsmanship."

	Doyle stared at it for a moment.

	“You realise, of course," he said "that a great number of people are going to die." 

	“I know," Duignan whispered. "I am painfully aware. I think this is the point where I'm supposed to say that the ends justify the means. But the fact is, I don't think I'm right, I only believe that I'm right. There's a difference, you see. Believing's easy. Thinking's hard. And only a lunatic would say his conscience is completely clear."

	Duignan smiled a worried-looking smile. 

	“Don't you envy lunatics, Mr. Doyle."

	In the corridor outside, Andrews had been listening through the keyhole.

#

	“Mr. Doyle's going to Belfast. Beyond that, I'm afraid I don't know much more. I think we'll have to wait until he comes back before we can get those plans. Do I have your authority to proceed?" 

	Andrews was asking the question. The answer was "yes".

	So one day soon after, when the house was quiet and he was the only one there, Andrews took a pickaxe and started to dig a hole in one of the walls.

#

	It was a very simple device. A single stick of dynamite attached to what looked like a small wristwatch. Several of them had already been planted around the ship and this was the final one. It was placed behind a pipe that went along a lower-deck wall. He could hear the seagulls mournfully screaming outside. He turned around just as a smiling Officer Frazer came walking along. 

	“Ah, there you are," he said in his lilting Scottish accent. "I must say, you fellows are very thorough." 

	Doyle simply smiled and said, "Safety is everything."

#

	“It's done," Doyle said. "They've already left Belfast. They've been set for the seventeenth of April. Close enough to New York Harbour. Hopefully, a lot of people may be saved. At that point, nobody'll care about a handful of bloody boxes." 

	“And there'll be no evidence to back up any madman's claim" Duignan said quietly. "Poor Barney. Do you have the plan, by the way?" 

	“Oh God, yeah, it's here."

	Doyle took the plan out of his pocket and handed it to Duignan who said, "Thanks again for not asking how I got this." 

	He walked over to the wall and opened a painting, revealing a safe behind it. He started to turn the combination lock. "I really wish I could forget how I got this." 

	He opened the safe, almost instinctively placing the sheet inside before suddenly realising that he could see Andrews' face through a hole at the wall at the back of the safe. He seemed to be almost smiling.

	“Hello," he said as he snatched up the sheet and disappeared. 

#

	“You should've seen me running. Well, it was more of a rapid waddling, if truth be told. Didn't matter, of course. Your father and that fella, Doyle couldn't find me anyway. There were a lot of nooks and crannies in the town. So, here we are....and here's the plan."

	Andrews quickly handed the sheet of paper over to Mary. 

	Mary then took the paper to the local police station. 

	She walked straight into Detective Inspector Costello's office. A chubby, brown-haired man, he was taken aback to see this young woman striding into his office.

	“What can I do for you, today?", he asked.

	“Well, first things first, I'm sure you'd love to peruse this particular piece of paper." She handed the sheet over to the Inspector.

	“And second things second, I'd like to send a telegram to a ship. Or should I say to the ship."

#

	Officer Frazer almost stumbled onto the bridge before walking over to the grey-bearded Captain.

	“Sir, we've just received this telegram."

	The Captain took it and as he read it, his face grew pale.

	“My God," he whispered. He looked up and said, "I want an immediate search." 

	It didn't take too long to find them. It didn't take much longer to defuse them, either. All they had to do was to slowly pull the wire out of the side of the clock. They were very basic. 

	It was Officer Frazer who found and defused the final device. When he was finished, he looked over to an ashen-faced Barney and said, "I really hope whatever you have in those boxes are worth it."

#

	The ship arrived in New York. Bang on time. The five boxes were the first pieces of luggage to be brought onto the shore.

	A few days later, the newspapers went crazy.

	“ALIEN SENSATION IN NEW YORK CITY" over a picture of a smiling Barney standing beside the five open boxes.

	“ANNOUNCEMENT CONDEMNED AS BLASPHEMOUS" over a close-up of the alien's horrified, horrifying face. 

	“CONGRESS SETS UP "MARTIAN" COMMITTEE" over a picture of a group of stone-faced politicians sitting in a row.

	“MARCHERS DEMAND "ALIENIST" LAWS" over a picture of people marching with closed fists down by their sides.

	“CHICAGO RIOTS GROW WORSE" over a blurred picture of contorted figures with sticks and rocks suspended in mid-air above them.

#

	The police came to Duignan's house that afternoon only hoping to arrest Duignan, himself. The fact that Doyle was there as well was considered a very pleasant surprise.

	“You'd never have found them without those plans," Doyle snarled at Insp. Costello, as the handcuffs were clicked onto his wrists.

	Duignan who was already in handcuffs, was sitting in a chair staring into space. He looked up with weary eyes and asked quietly "How did you find out about them?"

	“Who betrayed you, you mean?" Costello asked, as his colleagues calmly searched all the rooms.

	“Oh, never you mind," he continued. "As you can see, we're having a good look around, but that's just to make sure there aren't any more nasty secrets hidden away. But at this precise moment, we have all the evidence we need to dress you in the "Broad Arrow". Which means of course, that certain identities can and will remain top secret."

Costello looked over at Doyle and said "Speaking of mysteries, Mr. Doyle, you’re actually right. The bombs you planted were barely professional. Apparently, they could almost be described as delicate. If that ship had collided with anything, we think the bombs might have gone off all by themselves. Long before they were supposed to. God knows where the ship would've sunk then...and we would never know the truth."

#

	Back in the visiting room, Duignan was asking "Would that really have been such a bad thing? If the truth had been sunk along with those boxes?"

	There was a pause that was interrupted by John saying "Yes and no."

	Duignan didn't appear to hear this, as he suddenly noticed that Mary had become extremely pale and that her head was starting to droop. 

	“Are you alright?" he asked. 

	Mary looked up and with a slightly bitter smile said "No...and yes. I'm going to be dead quite soon."

	“The human consciousness," John said "is not fixed to any particular place or time." 

	“Shut up," Duignan snapped at him before turning back to Mary. 

	“What do you mean, you're going to be dead soon?" 

	Mary tried to stand up, but she seemed to grow dizzy and fall against the wall, sliding down onto the ground.

	“I'll be dead, soon." she said looking up at him. "But I'll be alive, then."

	Barney knelt beside her, staring at her for a moment, before looking up at Duignan with tearful eyes saying "Let me add to the confusion, Mr. Duignan. I'm alive, now, but I'll be dead, then. And I suppose I'll be dead, now."

	“What are you talking about? Neither of you are making sense" 

	At that precise moment, Doyle was in his cell staring at the white-brick wall.

	Mary grabbed Barney's hand and whispered, "I'm so sorry." 

	She looked up at Duignan.

	“John can explain."

	“I sincerely doubt it."

	John was still sitting in his chair calmly observing the situation.

	“We have a way,” he said, "Of sending the human consciousness through time." 

	“Didn't I tell you?" 

	Duignan suddenly seemed to lose his temper and shouted at John "Look, who the hell are you, anyway? You walk in here. I haven't a clue who you are. You've obviously wormed your way into these two people's lives. God only knows what you've been promising them. It sounds to me like you're one of those bloody spiritualists."

	A look of something approaching panic began to appear in Duignan's eyes, as he looked down again at Mary.

	At that precise moment, Doyle was in his cell trying to avoid the pale-cloud daylight shining in through the high cell-window.

	“Jesus, what have you done to her?" Duignan asked.

	“We... " John started to say.

	“Who's we?" Duignan interrupted. 

	For the first time, John slowly smiled.

	“You've met some relations of mine," he said. "As I've met some relations of yours."

	Suddenly, there was a blinding light and in a flash, John was transformed into a living version of one of Barney's aliens.

	Duignan shouted "Jesus", as he stood up and moved back against the wall.

	At that precise moment, Doyle was in his cell staring at the lines and wrinkles distorting his old-soldier hands.

	John seemed almost amused at the effect his transformation had on Duignan. Mary and Barney didn't seem surprised at all.

	“We have a way of sending the human consciousness through time," John said very calmly. "Time...is the issue. Somehow, a crack has appeared on the old clock face. Time, Mr. Duignan has gone seriously wrong." 

	“I'm going to put it right, dad," Mary said weakly. 

	“Her mind will be sent back to the day, Barney first showed you the five boxes. And their occupants." 

	Mary was now lying flat on the ground beside a distraught Barney. 

	Duignan looked down at her and asked "Why?"

	“I was the one who found out about your little plan. I was the one who stopped you. Betrayed you. How melodramatic?" 

	“She'll change history," John said. "This time she won't stop you. You'll be able to sabotage the ship without any interference." 

	“The bombs'll go off," Barney said. "That bloody ship will sink. Nobody'll know it was you. Except you."  

	“And me," Mary whispered. "Don't forget little 'ol me. And let's not forget your jolly sidekick, Mr. Doyle." 

	At that precise moment, Doyle was in his cell placing a cloth noose around his neck.

	“The old soldier who couldn't deal with the humdrum life. In the new timeline, I think he'll want redemption. If war comes, he'll probably be the first in line. He'll be one of the first to come back, I think."

 	A rather angry smile started to emerge on Mary's tired face.

	“Think of all that guilt we've both got to look forward to. There'll be so much blood on both our hands."

	Mary looked back at Barney. 

	“So much blood..." she whispered.

	Barney stared at Mary and said, "I've come to believe that in the normal course of events, I was supposed to die on that ship."

	He looked at Duignan and quietly said "You murdered me, Mr. Duignan. Along with God-knows how many others."

	“And I'm going to let him do it," Mary said, as tears started to stream from her eyes. 

	“It's different for you," Barney said to her.

	“Why?" 

	“Because I've forgiven you, haven't I?" he said, as his voice started to break.

	There was a pause, before Mary asked, "What about Dad?" 

	Barney slowly turned his head towards a bewildered looking Duignan, not really knowing what to say. 

	Mary's eyes started to close. A long breath poured out of her mouth as.... 

	“Time's up," John said. "My God, so the rumours are..."

	In the warehouse, Barney was standing beside the alien in the open box.   

	“True." 

	For a second, Mary looked completely disoriented, before realising that at this point, she was supposed to say, "You lucky bastard."

	She slowly walked towards the open box, staring at the alien. 

	“Don't do it," Duignan was saying in the background

	“Sir?" Barney replied. 

	“Don't tell the world about them. Hide them away somewhere." 

	Mary turned away from the alien and found herself staring at her father, as he continued "I don't care where. Just keep them away from sight." 

	Duignan and Doyle were sitting in chairs on either side of a roaring fire. 

	“The six black dots represent the exact locations where the bombs should be placed," Duignan said. "It should look like an accident. Bad craftsmanship."

	Andrews was in the corridor listening to the conversation through the keyhole.

	“I think we'll have to wait until he comes back before we can get those plans. Do I have your authority to proceed?"

	Andrews was asking the question. The answer was "no".

	Andrews was shocked.

	“I don't understand, Miss Duignan," he said.

	“Then count yourself lucky, my friend," Mary whispered. 

	At that exact moment, she felt incredibly small, even though she knew full well that she had just changed the course of history. Simply by saying "no", when previously she had said "yes". Words. Just words. If time was indeed a living organism, she had just slowly plunged a knife into its wrinkled flesh. In her spinning mind, she could almost hear a cry of pain and she knew that this agony would keep on echoing. Maybe forever.

#

	A collection of sounds. One after the other. "Ice-berg right ahead."

The brutal mutilation of twisting metal. Muffled explosions like thunder under water. 

Then screams. 

And screams. 

And the cries of frozen-faced disbelief. 

And then the final flood of ice-water-chaos sweeping all that shivering hope away.

	And then, silence. 

Bitter.

Diamond-hard silence.

#

	The spoon fell from his hand and clattered noisily onto a plate. Duignan suddenly found himself in the drawing room of his house. It was almost as if he was waking from a dream, as he raised his hands to shield his eyes from the blinding light that came in through the windows. 

	Slowly, the glare started to fade away, as he began to discern the details of his large garden outside. He looked down at what looked like a half-eaten breakfast on the table in front of him.

	“Good morning."

	Duignan's head jerked back in fright, as he looked at the person speaking these words.

	It was Mary sitting at the other end of the table.

	“Do you know where you are?" she asked. "Do you know when you are?"

	“What?" Duignan whispered.

	“Today's the day, we visited you in prison. Me and Barney and that mysterious Mister John. Or rather it isn't. History's been changed, you see. But there have been some unintended consequences."

	She lifted a letter.

	“Do you remember Doyle?"

	“Doyle?" Duignan seemed bewildered. "He planted the bombs. But they didn't.... or didn’t they?"

	Mary interrupted rather harshly, saying "He's dead. Again. I mean, in the other version of history, he committed suicide when he was in prison. But in this one, he did the exact same thing when he found out he wasn't going to be accepted back into the army. He died twice. A bit extravagant, don't you think? I've only died once, myself. It was all rather depressing. Hopefully, in this version, it'll be a much jollier send-off."

	“Stop talking like that," Duignan said.

	Mary seemed to ignore him, adding "Do you know we're at war...daddy? Europe's going to have a nice little holiday in hell."

	She sat back and said "There's a slight, but noticeable stink of suicide wafting through the air these days. Doyle's only the latest victim. I've actually thought of doing myself in, did you know that?"

	Duignan broke down in tears, as he buried his face in his hands.

	Seemingly oblivious to this, Mary continued with an almost hysterical giggle in her voice "At other occasions, I've actually thought about killing you. Murder is also in fashion, these days. But I think we should both keep on going, don't you? Longevity's exactly what we both deserve. At least, we can be certain, we'll both be dead long before..."

#

	“The situation here's still rather unclear," the reporter said as he stood on the beach. "All we can say for certain is that a week ago, five large boxes were brought up from the Titanic. And very soon after they reached the surface and were taken aboard the USS Nemo, the military arrived and took them all away. Of course, now we're being told that the President is to make a statement this evening at 9 PM Eastern and apparently, unbelievably, our sources in the White House are telling us that the statement will deal with the contents of those five mysterious boxes." 

	Almost despite himself, he smiled and said "Your guess is as good as mine, Bob. Back to you in the studio." 

 

 

T. J. Matthews
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Between Iron and Illusion: The Burkitt Enigma

A. Allan Chibi

 

I. Dawn of Ambition

It was 16 October 1930, and the morning mist clung stubbornly to the ancient stones of Trinity College, Dublin. The sprawling quadrangles, usually buzzing with the chatter of students, were quiet now, save for the soft scuff of footsteps on the flagstones. Denis Parsons Burkitt stirred from sleep in his modest dormitory chamber, the thin sunlight filtering through the leaded windowpanes, casting fractured patterns across his simple bedspread. His heart thrummed with a mixture of excitement and resolve.

Denis had dreamed of this moment ever since he could remember, the chance to study engineering at one of Ireland’s most prestigious institutions. It was a proud legacy, for his father had been a civil engineer, shaping the very infrastructure of their homeland. Now it was his turn. With a steady, determined gaze, he dressed carefully, adjusting the cuffs of his crisp shirt as if donning armour for the battles ahead.

Each morning walk across the campus was a ritual; past the iconic Campanile tower, through corridors lined with aged oak, toward lecture halls that promised the keys to shaping the future. In his mind, Denis was already building bridges and roads, arteries of progress that would connect people and places for generations. His passion was palpable, an unyielding flame that made the chill of the autumn air feel like a gentle nudge rather than a bite.

Denis was aware of a certain privilege bestowed upon him. The Sons of Lóegaire, an obscure yet influential organization, had granted him a generous scholarship. Oddly, he had never applied or even heard of the group before receiving their letter, but he took no issue with fate’s generosity. After all, luck of this nature was not something to be questioned, especially during times when opportunity was scarce. The grant felt like an invisible hand gently guiding him toward a destiny he might not have fully understood.

Yet, in the shadows of Ireland’s twilight, forces older than kingdoms and deeper than any river conspired to influence the path of this young man. Forces that would twist and turn his fate in ways no human scholar could foresee.

f

II. Shadows in the Kildare Street Club

While Denis prepared to seize his future, the elite common room of the Kildare Street and University Club hummed with a different kind of tension. The club, a sanctuary of polished wood, leather-bound books, and aged portraits of illustrious men, was a bastion of aristocratic tradition in Dublin. Two figures sat quietly in a corner; their conversation laced with subtleties and a gravity that marked it as far from ordinary.

Dr. Robert Sharp, a stern man with sharp eyes and an air of quiet command, and Sir Alexander Suskind, whose aristocratic bearing was softened by the faintest hint of war-worn fatigue, shared a glass of fine sherry. Their talk, layered with politeness, barely concealed the undercurrent of urgency. To any casual listener, they were discussing academic matters or perhaps old comradeship, but beneath the surface, a far more enigmatic dialogue unfolded.

The two men were not alone in their presence. Hovering almost invisibly, embedded in the same room but outside mortal perception, were Aoifeithaun and Branaghnis, two sidhe of the Dublin fae court. These ancient beings, woven of light and shadow, were the true masters of this conversation, their voices soft yet commanding.

“The Silver Duke of Armagh has spoken,” Aoifeithaun murmured, his voice a silk thread weaving through the air. “Denis Parsons Burkitt, that obstinate boy, is pursuing engineering. This is a misstep.”

Branaghnis’s eyes glittered with frustration. “The Winter King’s decree is clear. He must be steered toward medicine, where his gifts can fulfil the grand design.”

Aoifeithaun swirled his tea absently, the sweetness too cloying for his immortal palate. “We have tried every subtle nudge—serendipitous meetings, dreams filled with healing, and the planting of texts on anatomy and surgical practice. Yet Denis remains steadfast in his pursuit of moulding structures.”

The two sidhe shared a glance heavy with the weight of failure. “Eilisetha tells me the King considers Burkitt kin. They share blood, or something close enough to it,” Branaghnis confided in a whisper.

Aoifeithaun frowned, puzzled. “Family? How can that be? We know nothing of mortal genealogies beyond a glance.”

Branaghnis smiled wryly. “Sometimes it’s not blood but likeness—a nose, a gesture, a shared destiny.” He tapped his finger to his nose, an old human sign of agreement and understanding.

The two fae pondered their limited influence. “We have even tried to disrupt his engineering tasks, creating
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