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For the Irish—


the ones who kept the old names in their mouths
when every reason said to let them go.
The Fomorians lost.
The stories didn’t.
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PROLOGUE: WHAT THE TIDE TOOK NORTH
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The last of the field smoke went north.

It crawled over the dead grass at Mag Tuired in ribbons, low and gray, as if the earth had exhaled and lacked the strength to draw breath again. Men called it mist when they wanted the world to remain ordinary. It was not mist. It was the breath of burned shields, split horses, opened bellies, broken teeth, and wet hair dragged through blood-black mud.

The one who had no name left alive walked through it without limping.

That was a lie the body told. The body limped. The body dragged one foot. The body had a cut from hip to ribs where a spearhead had entered and failed to finish its task. The body held its left arm against its side because the shoulder no longer trusted its joint. But the will inside the body did not limp, and so the thing that survived crossed the plain as if defeat were only weather.

Behind it, the Tuatha raised their victory. Not with trumpets. Not yet. First came the small sounds. A woman sobbing over someone whose face she could not turn toward the light. A boy vomiting into the grass. A man laughing because the fighting had stopped and his mind had not yet found any other shape. Then the larger sounds came: orders, names called, wounded men found, wounded men left, blades wiped on cloaks, captains taking count of what could be counted.

Count the living. Count the dead. Count the cattle. Count the weapons. Count the wound in the king. Count the dead eye of Balor, closed at last.

The survivor did not look back at Balor.

It had seen him fall. Everyone had. The eye had opened, and the world around it had sickened, as it always sickened, as if light itself could rot when passing through that black lid. Then Lugh’s cast had gone through him, and for one instant the plain had been all shout, all flash, all impossible correction. Balor had fallen backward into his own army. His weight had crushed two men and a horse. His blood had come out thick and hot and bright, and where it touched the grass the blades curled inward like burned fingers.

Afterward the Tuatha would say the battle had ended there.

The survivor knew better.

Battles never ended where poets put the ending. They went into the soil. Into the water. Into the mouths of children born after the field was grass again. They went into what was written, and what was not written, and which names were allowed to stay alive.

That was why it walked north.

Not because north was escape. Escape was a word for animals. North was purpose.

Two others joined it before dusk. One with half a jaw and one with both hands wrapped in a strip of cloak because the skin had burned away from the palms. They did not speak. Speech was dangerous. Speech made shape in the air. Shape could be remembered. Remembered things could be carried by enemies.

At the river, they found four more. At the black pool under the alder, three. At the old cattle path toward the coast, twelve.

By night there were nineteen.

By morning there were thirteen.

The wounded died with the same care with which they had lived: without asking the sky for mercy. One fell against a stone and left a smear of blood on it from forehead to chin. One went into a ditch and did not come out. One walked until dawn, then sat down facing west, as if waiting for permission to stop. The survivor let them go. The task ahead did not need the almost-dead. It needed the ones who could carry silence without breaking under it.

They reached the northern coast on the fifth day.

The sea waited there under a low white sky. It did not mourn them. The sea did not mourn anything. That was why it could be trusted.

The coast smelled of kelp, salt, fish rot, wet stone, and the cold iron tang of blood drying inside cloth. Behind them lay the plain, the dead king, the winning songs, the first mouths already shaping what had happened into something usable. Ahead lay the channel, black under wind, rough with short hard waves.

One of the younger ones said, “They will write us as monsters.”

The survivor looked at him.

The young one had a strip of scalp hanging above one ear. Dried blood had glued it to his hair. He could still see from both eyes, which made him useful for the crossing.

“They will write what keeps them warm,” the survivor said.

The young one spat into the grass. The spit was red. “Then let them.”

The survivor struck him.

Not hard enough to kill. Hard enough to teach. The young one went to one knee and stayed there, hand to his mouth.

“No,” the survivor said. “Nothing is let.”

The others watched. They understood. Or some did. Understanding could come later. Obedience had to come now.

They found a boat hidden under black nets in a cove with stones sharp enough to cut feet through leather. The boat belonged to dead men or men soon dead; it made no difference. They pushed it out under rain. Two rowed. Two bailed. The rest huddled low and let the cold enter them because cold was only another mouth, and they had survived worse mouths than cold.

The North Channel took three of them before noon.

Not through drama. Through fingers. Through one bad grip. Three fingers hooked over the gunwale, thumb split to the white, nails chewing wet wood, the boat twisting, wave over the shoulder, cold down the sleeve, into the armpit, into the torn place under his ribs where strength should have lived, and then the hand simply opened. Not bravely. Not with last words. Opened. A little wet gasp came through his teeth because the body was already falling before fear found his face, and the water went into his mouth before the sound became a cry.

The second reached for him because kin moved faster than discipline. Sleeve over wrist, fingers spread, both hands missing by the width of a knuckle, teeth cracking on the plank when the first man came back face-first against the boat. A hard little sound. Too small. Blood flashed pink and disappeared. Then the second man went over too, still reaching, still making a rope out of his own useless want, and the channel took both arms, both mouths, both names.

The third had been fevered since dawn, lying against the ribs of the boat with his lips peeled back and sour breath trapped under the cloak. The hull dropped. His skull hit the thwart. Knock. Hollow wood. Everyone heard the person leave. The body stayed aboard for three heartbeats after that, warm weight among knees and oars and bailing hands, and then the boat pitched and rolled him out shoulder, hip, heel, gone, no dignity, no witness large enough to keep him from the black.

The channel closed over all three. It left no shape. Only a smear of vomit on one plank, blood in the grain of another, and the sudden slack space where their breathing had been.

No one said their names.

The survivor knew them. That was enough for the moment. Later would be for names. Later would be made for names.

The crossing lasted until the rowers' hands tore open and the rain turned thin and needling and the Scottish coast rose ahead as dark rock under darker cloud. Not green. Not the soft wet green of home. This was a harsher edge of the world: slate, basalt, broken teeth of island and cliff, black skerries showing and vanishing under the tide.

The survivor smelled it before seeing the passage.

Basalt.

The scent was not a scent for human noses. It was pressure behind the eyes, a mineral memory in the bones, the deep black architecture of fire cooled into obedience. Limestone talked. Granite endured. Basalt held purpose.

The boat came north along the chain of islands with the tide behind it and exhaustion inside it. Jura rose long and dark. Scarba crouched beyond, lower and watchful. Between them the water changed.

The survivor lifted its head.

There.

Not a harbor. Not a refuge. Not a hiding place.

A mouth.

The Gulf roared though the boat was still distant. It was not a roar like storm or battle. It was a grinding made of water, a throat sound too large for flesh. Atlantic tide forced through a narrow place. Deep obstruction below. Stone making the sea remember its weight. A great circular hunger turning on itself, taking what came over it and pulling every motion downward.

The rowers faltered.

“Keep,” the survivor said.

They rowed.

The boat did not enter the worst of it. They would have died. Even then, even with the old knowledge in their bones, they were meat above water. The survivor knew the difference between courage and stupidity. It took them along the edge, where the sea bucked and struck and climbed, where spray came over the bow like thrown gravel and the boat lifted sideways so hard one of the remaining wounded screamed and bit through his tongue.

The survivor stood.

Two of the others grabbed its legs to keep it aboard. It allowed this. Function mattered more than pride.

Below the water, the basalt rose.

Not visible. Known.

A black pinnacle under the churn. A tooth in the throat of the sea. Around it the tide bent, tore, spun, descended. The shape pressed into the deep part of itself that had belonged to the under-sea before any battle named it enemy.

This place did not forget.

Better: this place could be taught to unremember.

The thought came to it as "care first," which made it dangerous. The victors would not only kill the dead a second time. They would make use of them. They would put enemy mouths on them. They would hang teeth and hunger from their names and send children to sleep with those names sharpened into warning. A name spoken by an enemy did not keep the dead alive. It fed them to the enemy’s fire.

Better down, the survivor told itself. Better under pressure, under tide, under basalt, beyond the reach of songs made by clean hands. Better silence than a mouth that turned the beloved into monsters. Better grinding than use.

For one breath, it almost sounded like kindness.

The survivor took from beneath its cloak a strip of hide, folded three times and tied with tendon. It had carried the strip from the field. Blood had dried into it. Mud too. Inside was a name cut into bone.

Not Balor’s.

Balor’s name was too large to use first. Too dangerous. Too desired by singers. They would have it in their mouths before winter. They would make it smaller by speaking it. They would make him a caution, a tyrant, an eye, a defeat. Let them. For now.

The first name was lesser. A captain on the left of the field. A woman with a throat scar and a hooked blade, dead before noon, who had held the line long enough for forty others to withdraw. No poet would ask for her. No child would learn her. That made the name pure enough for the first trial.

The survivor unwrapped the bone.

The name looked up from it.

The Gulf roared.

The survivor pressed the bone to its tongue until the cut letters filled with blood. Then it spoke the name into the water.

For one instant nothing changed.

Then the whirlpool took the sound.

Not carried. Took. The name went downward through roar and spray and black rotational force. It left the air and entered the turning water. The basalt caught it. The line scraped along the stone, thinned, resisted, thinned again.

The name did not vanish.

That came later. Erasure was not forgetting. Forgetting was weak. Forgetting could be reversed by accident, by love, by a child asking a grandmother the wrong question.

This was labor.

This was pressure.

This was grinding.

The name went down into the dark mouth and did not come back up.

The survivor smiled with a split lip.

Behind it, one of the rowers was weeping. Another had closed both eyes. The young one who had been struck at the coast stared into the Gulf with blood at his chin and new understanding in his face.

“We keep them?” he said.

The survivor turned from the roaring water.

“We keep them down.”

The young one looked toward Jura, toward Scarba, toward the terrible water between them. “For how long?”

The survivor listened to the basalt under the sea.

It listened to the tide take the name and make silence out of it. It listened to the first small correction in the world, the first place where the victors’ future songs would have a hole so old no one would know it had been cut.

“Until no mouth is left to call them,” it said.

That winter they made a shelter above the Gulf.

Not a home. Home was the word of the people who expected return. This was a station. A practice. A watching.

Others came over months and years. Not many. Enough. They brought names on bone, on hide, on wood, in memory when nothing written survived. Each name went into the dark mouth. Each one met the basalt and the turning tide. Each one thinned a little more from the world above.

In the south, the Tuatha sang victory.

In the north, the sea learned counter-song.

Centuries passed.

Men built churches. Men copied stories. Men changed alphabets and loyalties and kings. Monks bent over pages and wrote what they had been told, and sometimes a name appeared that should not have appeared. A losing name. A northern name. A Fomorian name that had escaped the grind.

The dark mouth noticed.

The tide turned.

Ink thinned.

A letter disappeared from a margin in a room no Fomorian hand had entered for seven hundred years.

The practice held.

At the Gulf, generation after generation, whatever remained of the remnant came to the edge when the tide made its strongest throat-sound. They spoke the names downward. They taught the water which syllables to take. They taught the basalt that testimony was a thing that could be worn away.

One name at a time.

One witness at a time.

One page at a time.

The survivor who had walked from Mag Tuired died long before the first new monks forgot why certain northern lines were missing. Its bones went into a crevice above the Gulf. The tide mist reached them. The basalt kept the shape of its command.

And the last words it had spoken into the roar did not rise again.

I will watch it.

Not to guard the grief.

Not to bring the lost home.

To make certain no one ever did.
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PART I: THE SIGNAL
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CHAPTER ONE: BREAKFAST IN GALWAY
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Nessa stood at the window until Finn came.

That was the shape of the morning: the bay doing what the bay did, the March light coming off it flat and silver, the city behind her not yet fully awake, the kettle clicking in the kitchen as if ordinary things had agreed to start again without asking her permission.

She had one palm on the glass.

The glass was cold.

Below it, Galway Bay moved under a low sky. The water carried its familiar traffic: tide against wall, harbor chain, gulls lifting and dropping, the soft limestone undertone she had learned to separate from thought before she had ever told another living person that she could hear anything at all. After Moytura, after the cave, after the three waters and the children finally given what they should have had centuries before, the world had not gone quiet. It never did. It only became less crowded.

For eleven days after Inishglora, she had slept.

Not well. Not beautifully. Not with peace. She slept the way a body sleeps after fever: heavily, sweating through shirts, waking with the sheet twisted around her legs and Finn’s hand flat against her back because she had started to make a sound in the dark. The first nights, she woke tasting salt and old lake mud. The third morning, a white feather came loose from the drain when Finn ran the sink, and both of them stood there watching it until it folded under the water and vanished. By the seventh day, the drains were drains again. The bay returned to its own voice. The mark on her arm cooled.

On the eleventh morning, the other sound remained.

Not grief.

That was the part she had resisted naming, because naming made a thing part of the room.

The Children of Lir had repeated themselves because repetition was what pain did when no one answered. Their song had circled. Worn. Asked. The sound had bent toward anyone who might hear it. It had wanted a mouth. It had wanted a grave.

This was different.

This did not ask.

It pointed.

Northeast through the water. Through the buried lines under the bay. Past limestone and silt. Past Rathlin. Past the hard turning water of the Moyle. Out toward the dark rock country the older pages called Lochlann when they still let the word remain whole.

A direction, not a plea.

An arrow pointing down.

Finn came into the kitchen barefoot, wearing the gray shirt she had stolen twice and given back once. His hair stood wrong on one side. He had the look of a man who had awakened alone, found the bed cold, and tried not to let worry become the first thing he offered her.

He saw her hand on the glass.

He stopped.

“How long?” he said.

Nessa kept looking at the bay. “Since before dawn.”

“The same one?”

She almost asked what same meant. He would have heard the deflection and politely hated it. Instead she took her palm from the glass. The skin had gone white where it had touched the window.

“No,” she said. “Not the same.”

Finn opened a cabinet. Took down two mugs. Then stood there without moving, one mug in each hand.

“Tea?” he said.

She looked at the kettle.

The old fear moved through her stomach. Not panic now. Memory. The memory of water hitting metal, and a drowned shape rising through the sound. Finn waited. He had become good at waiting in ways that did not feel like pressure.

“Yes,” she said.

He filled the kettle.

Water struck the steel bottom. Nessa’s molars tightened. The old lake tone did not rise. No feather trembled in the stream. No child breathed through the spout. Only the ordinary clatter of water. She let herself breathe out.

Then, under the kettle, the northern sound moved.

Not loud. Not enough for Finn. Enough for her.

It came through the metal without touching the water. It was a vibration in the cabinet hinges, in the glass jars, in the spoon lying beside the sink. A pressure that suggested depth rather than music. A force that knew how not to be heard.

Nessa stepped back from the counter.

Finn set the kettle down before it boiled.

“Tell me,” he said.

She had rehearsed several versions while the room brightened around her. Some were careful. Some protected him. Some protected herself. All of them died in her throat when he looked at her.

“There is another wrong,” she said.

He nodded once. Not because he was calm. Because he needed the body to do something useful before the rest of him caught up.

“Where?”

“North. Through the Channel. Past the Moyle. Scotland, I think. Jura or Scarba. Maybe both.”

Finn’s gaze moved to the window as if Scotland might appear in the morning weather if he looked hard enough.

“Is it grief?” he said.

Nessa shook her head.

The word grief had a texture. She knew it now. Grief had warmth inside it even when it froze the room. It wanted what all grief wanted: the lost thing returned, or the truth spoken, or someone to stand close enough to say yes, this happened. Grief could be dangerous. Grief could drag a woman under a lake, open a child’s mouth in a classroom, fill a house with wet footprints. But grief remained wounded. However old, however ravenous, it had a wound at the center.

This had no wound she could find.

“It’s hiding,” she said. “Or it was.”

“From you?”

“From anyone. From being heard. From being written. From any kind of holding.”

The kettle made one small metallic tick.

Finn watched it.

“Is it here?”

“No.”

He waited.

“Not yet,” she said.

That landed in the room with the weight both of them had learned to recognize. Not yet meant the world had begun arranging itself around a thing before people admitted there was a thing. Not yet meant the roads would start choosing them. Not yet meant someone, somewhere, had already touched the wrong page, opened the wrong drawer, leaned too close to the wrong water.

Finn put the mugs down.

“When do we cross?”

She loved him then with a tiredness so deep it felt like pain. Not Are you sure? Not Perhaps you need rest. Not Maybe this can wait. Only When do we cross? as if the crossing itself were already conceded and all that remained was tide and transport.

“We do not cross yet. I need to find the mouth first.”

“The mouth.”

“That is what it feels like. A place where sound goes in. Nothing comes back out.”

Finn rubbed both hands over his face, then looked at her again. “Corryvreckan?”

The name chilled the kitchen.

Nessa had not said it aloud. She had not wanted the room to learn it yet.

“Why did you say that?” she asked.

Finn frowned. “Because Ron sent that map last night. The one with Kearney’s four names. He marked Jura and Scarba. I looked them up. There’s a whirlpool there. Famous. Dangerous.”

Nessa closed her eyes.

Of course.

The world preferred warnings in threes, then let people pretend the warnings were unrelated.

“Show me,” she said.

Finn brought his phone from the table. The screen glowed too bright in the gray kitchen. He opened the message thread Ron had copied to the group: a photograph of a hand-drawn map, coastlines in black, arrows in pencil, the words JURA, SCARBA, NORTH CHANNEL, LOCHLANN? written in Ron’s tight block letters. Beside them: KEARNEY. BALOR’S ECHO. RETREAT NOT OVER.

Below Ron’s map sat a reply from April, sent at five-ten and not answered by anyone because no one yet knew what to do with it: There is a blank place between the islands. Not water. Missing.

Nessa looked at the title again. Balor’s Echo. It was the name the story gave them first because famous names were easy handles. But the pressure beneath the glass did not feel like Balor's return. It felt older than fame, smaller than legend, and more dangerous because it had hidden beneath the name everyone thought they knew.

Nessa stared at the space between the islands.

The northern sound sharpened.

For one second the map on the phone did not look flat. The water between Jura and Scarba seemed to turn under the glass, black and circular, not an image but a hole pretending to be one.

Finn pulled the phone back. “Nessa.”

“It knows.”

“What knows?”

She looked from the phone to the window.

The bay had gone still in one narrow strip near the shore. Only a strip. Three feet of water beside the wall, flat as hammered tin. A gull landed beyond it and the rest of the bay moved correctly. The still strip did not.

Finn caught it.

“No,” he said, not to her.

On the glass, where Nessa’s palm had been, condensation gathered. It did not fog the whole pane. It filled the outline of her hand and then drew downward, finger by finger, each trail of moisture running toward the sill as if pulled by gravity stronger than the earth’s.

In the center of the palm print, one mark appeared.

A small dark circle.

Not drawn. Not written. A space where the glass failed to hold light.

Nessa did not touch it.

Finn reached for her wrist, stopping before making contact, asking without words. She gave him her hand. His fingers were warm. The human warmth steadied the kitchen by half an inch.

“Breakfast,” he said.

She looked at him.

“You are going to sit,” he said. “You are going to eat something. Then we call Orla. Then Ron. Then whoever else is already halfway into this without saying it.”

“Finn—”

“No. You said it is hiding. Fine. We do not let it have hungry people and no plan.”

The dark circle on the window widened by the width of a breath.

Nessa’s teeth hurt.

She sat because he was right and because standing had begun to feel like listening.

Finn made toast. He burned the first slice and swore at it with ordinary fury, which helped more than prayer would have. He cracked eggs into a pan. The oil spat. Nessa sat at the table with both hands around a mug of tea and did not drink until Finn sat across from her and drank first.

“Safe?” he said.

“For now.”

“Good enough.”

It was not. It never was. But she drank.

The tea tasted like tea.

Then, underneath, stone.

Not limestone. Not the pale west-country bones she knew. Darker. Denser. Fire made cold. Basalt. She tasted the word before she knew she knew it, and the taste went down the back of her throat like black sand.

She coughed once.

Finn’s fork stopped.

“What?”

She set the mug down carefully. “Stone.”

“In the tea?”

“Under it.”

“Basalt?”

Nessa nodded.

The dark circle on the window closed.

Not faded. Closed.

As if an eye had blinked.

By nine, Orla had answered on the second ring.

Nessa told her the northern signal had changed.

Orla did not ask how she knew. “Kearney sent another message at three-forty this morning,” she said. “He wants to meet in person. Belfast. Today. He said not to forward anything. He said the words are not staying on the screen.”

Finn, across the table, mouthed something short and obscene.

Nessa watched the window. The bay moved. Ordinary water under ordinary light. That had become the most frightening disguise of all.

“When are you leaving?” she said.

“In twenty minutes.”

“Take someone.”

“I asked Ronan.”

“Good.”

A pause.

Then Orla said, “Can you hear it now?”

Nessa looked at the cup. The tea had cooled. A thin skin had formed on the surface. In that skin, for less than a second, she saw a spiral turning down through black water.

“Yes.”

“What does it want?”

The answer came too quickly, not as a message but as knowledge shaped by the pressure behind her teeth.

“It wants us late,” Nessa said.

“Then we will not be.”

The line clicked dead.

Finn cleared the plates without asking whether she had finished. She had eaten half an egg and one corner of toast. He wrapped the rest in paper because he had learned that food put aside with care sometimes became survivable later.

Nessa stood and went back to the window.

The mark was gone from the glass. Her palm print too. Outside, a woman in a red coat walked a small dog along the quay. A truck reversed near the fish market. The bay breathed in and out with the tide.

All normal.

Under it, the arrow pointed down.

Nessa pressed her hand not to the glass this time but to her own chest, above the place where the sound had begun to settle.

“I hear you,” she said.

The northern water did not answer.

That was how she knew it had heard.

* * *
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Finn washed the pan after Nessa left the window because the pan was there and because his hands needed a task that did not require permission from water.

He ran the cloth around the same burnt patch until the metal shone. Egg cooled on the plate beside him. Toast sat wrapped in paper. The kettle remained unplugged, its cord coiled beside the wall like something asleep. He looked at it too long and hated that a kettle could become an enemy in his own kitchen.

He wanted to take Nessa back to bed. The want came with such blunt force that it embarrassed him. Not because it was desire. Desire had always been one of the cleaner truths between them. This was worse because fear was braided through it. He wanted her under his hands, warm and ordinary and laughing at him for burning breakfast. He wanted the proof of skin, breath, weight, the small sounds she made when the world was not listening through pipes.

He also wanted to close every road north, break Ron’s phone, put his body between her and whatever waited between Jura and Scarba, and pretend love could be made large enough to become a wall. He knew better. That knowledge did not make the wanting noble. It made it useless.

In the other room, Nessa moved softly. Not hiding. Being careful around the house, as if it had wounds. Finn put both hands flat on the counter and bowed his head over the clean pan. He had been built for holding, lifting, carrying, fixing. The woman he loved kept being called into places where hands became clumsy tools and love had to stand three feet back and let her listen.

He stayed there until the first hard wave of anger passed. Then he dried the pan, folded the cloth, and went to pack the bag he knew she would forget.

He found the small overnight case under the bed and set it open on the duvet. The room was colder than the kitchen. The radiator clicked against the wall with the dry irritation of an old thing asked to fight March. He packed wool socks first because the thought of Nessa standing on some northern pier with wet feet made him feel violent toward the whole geography of Scotland.

Halfway through the second pair, he stopped. The socks sagged in his hands. He had no ritual for this part: the man who could carry bags, cook eggs, check routes, hold a body through shaking, and still not stand between Nessa and the thing that wanted her ear. For three breaths he hated every useful skill he had because none of them was a wall.

Then he folded the socks anyway. Helplessness did not get to be the only thing in the room.

Then waterproofs. A second jumper. Gloves she would insist she did not need. A spare shirt of his because she always said his shirts held heat longer. He folded it badly, then unfolded it and tried again. His hands were too large for careful work when fear sat in the wrists.

Nessa came to the bedroom door and watched him for a while.

“You are packing as if we are going to war,” she said.

“We usually are.”

“With socks?”

“Wars have been lost for less.”

Her smile appeared, tired and small, and the sight of it hurt him because it was still hers. Not the signal’s. Not the bay’s. Hers. She crossed the room and touched the shirt he had just folded. The cloth still held the warmth from his body. Her fingers rested there as if reading a page.

“I heard you from the kitchen,” she said.

“I did not say anything.”

“No.”

He looked at her then.

The old fear sat under her face but did not own it. Salt had dried at the corner of her mouth from the coughing fit at breakfast. One strand of hair clung to her cheek. Her bare feet were white against the floorboards. He hated that detail most, the exposed feet, the thinness of skin between her and the cold waiting north.

“Come here,” he said.

She did. Not because he had ordered. Because she chose the same thing. That mattered to both of them more than either would say aloud.

He put both hands on her waist and leaned his forehead against her stomach. For three breaths he held there, kneeling beside the open case, feeling the living warmth through her shirt. Nessa’s hand went into his hair. Her fingers were cold at first. Then they warmed against his scalp.

The thought came so plain inside him that he almost mistook it for prayer. He did not trust prayer. He trusted weight. Breath. The small rough catch she made when his hands tightened and she bent toward him.

“Finn,” she said.

It was not warning.

He stood. She kissed him first. There was nothing gentle in the beginning of it. The morning had been too full of water pretending to be ordinary, of glass marks and black circles and maps that looked back. Their mouths met with hunger and clumsiness, the way people reached for a railing when the floor moved. He tasted tea, salt, and the thin copper edge of fear. She tasted like herself under all of it, and that nearly undid him.

They went down onto the bed with the open case between them for half a second before Finn shoved it to the floor. Socks spilled out. Gloves. The folded shirt. Nessa laughed once against his mouth, breathless and almost angry, and the laugh did what the kettle and the map and the window had failed to do. It made the room theirs again.

They did not pretend the world had stepped away. It had not. The bay was beyond the glass. Scotland waited beyond the bay. The dark mouth had already learned their names. But for a little while there were buttons, skin warmed under cold hands, the scrape of wool, the old bed frame complaining, and Nessa saying his name into the hollow beneath his jaw because names had become something that needed defending with every available part of the living.

Afterward, they lay tangled under one blanket because the room still would not warm. Finn kept one hand spread over the mark on her arm. She let him. The permission became larger than the touch.

“We still have to go,” she said.

“I know.”

“You cannot pack enough socks to fix that.”

“I can try.”

This time her smile stayed. He put his mouth against her knuckles, then rose and repacked the case. The second time, she helped.
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CHAPTER TWO: KEARNEY’S APPOINTMENT
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Belfast rain made everything look unfinished.

It came sideways along the pavement in hard silver strokes, gathering in the seams of Orla’s coat, needling her collar, slicking the steps outside the university building until each one caught the afternoon light like wet slate. Ronan walked half a pace behind her, not because he deferred to her and not because he followed. Because that was where he could see the door, the street, the reflection in the glass, and the man waiting under the stone arch with no umbrella and both hands jammed into his coat pockets.

Professor Kearney had aged since January.

Not in years. In outline. His face seemed less fastened to the skull beneath it. His eyes moved too often and never far enough. Rain had gathered in his eyebrows and on the shoulders of his coat, but he did not appear to notice. He watched Orla cross the courtyard with the fixed relief of a man who had been standing beside a locked room and had finally heard the key arrive.

“You came,” he said.

“You asked me to.”

“I asked you not to send this on.”

“I didn’t.”

His eyes moved to Ronan.

“He stays,” Orla said.

Kearney swallowed. “Of course. Yes. I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant. He stays.”

Ronan gave the professor a nod that contained neither apology nor threat. Kearney looked away first.

Inside, the building smelled of damp coats, old heating, toner, coffee burned too long in a staffroom pot, and the faint sweet rot of paper that had absorbed decades of rain through human hands. Orla had always liked the smell of academic buildings in bad weather. They made learning seem less like prestige and more like mildew endured with purpose.

Today, the corridors were too narrow.

Kearney led them down one flight, then another, into a lower level where the lights hummed behind plastic panels and the air thickened. He walked fast, checked over his shoulder twice, then unlocked a door with a key he had to try three times before it entered the lock.

The room beyond was small, windowless, and too warm.

A desk. Two chairs. A locked cabinet. Stacks of photocopies weighted with books. A laptop sleeping beside a mug filled with dark tea. On the wall, a map of the northern waters had been pinned crookedly: Ireland, Scotland, the North Channel, the Hebrides, Jura, Scarba. Black pencil lines converged between the last two islands.

The convergence reached Ronan before Orla.

“That’s where?” he said.

Kearney shut the door. “The Gulf of Corryvreckan.”

The room seemed to pressurize around the name.

Orla did not look at the map yet. She looked at the mug.

The tea inside was cold. A skin had formed over it, dark and slightly wrinkled. Near the center, the surface had sunk into a small circular hollow that did not reflect the light above it.

“Don’t touch that,” Kearney said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.”

“What happened?”

Kearney took off his glasses, wiped rain from them with a cloth already too wet to help, and put them back on. His hands shook. Orla caught the tremor before he folded them under his arms.

“At first I thought it was ordinary loss. Damp. Bad storage. Overhandling. You know the usual excuses people make when collections decay because no one funds the roof.”

“Show me.”

He nodded, almost gratefully. Explanation frightened him. Objects steadied him.

From the cabinet he removed a flat archival box with gloved care. The gloves were unnecessary for photocopies and printouts, but Orla did not comment. Ritual mattered when the world became unreliable. Kearney set the box on the desk, opened it, and lifted out three clear sleeves.

Inside the first was a photograph of a manuscript page. Brown-black ink on pale vellum. Lines in a compact hand. A margin darkened at the edge.

Orla leaned close.

Ronan did not. He stayed by the door.

“This page was photographed in Glasgow in 1998,” Kearney said. “An annal copy. Eleventh-century hand, later binding. The passage concerns the aftermath of Mag Tuired. Not the battle. After. Who left the field. Who went north.”

“Fomorian names?”

“Some. Not many. More than any standard version allows.”

He placed the second sleeve beside it.

“Same page. Photographed in 2011. Same institution. Different project. Look at line nine.”

Orla looked.

A name near the middle had thinned. Not vanished. The ink had paled from brown-black to something bruised and faint. Around it the other words remained dark.

“Chemical?”

“That was my first thought. Then this.”

The third sleeve.

The same page, photographed four months ago. Line nine held a gap where the name had been. The letters before and after remained. The spacing remained. The surface of the page remained. The word had not flaked away. It had been taken from within itself.

The room’s heat slid under Orla’s skin.

“Only that name?”

“On that page, at that time. Then line eleven. Then a marginal gloss. Then a place-name. Then another name in Aberdeen. Then two in a Skye copy, though the owner insists nothing has changed because he does not remember the names ever being there.”

“Maybe they weren’t.”

Kearney gave a short laugh with no humor in it. “That’s how it works.”

Ronan shifted at the door.

“You have proof they were?” Orla asked.

Kearney opened another sleeve. “I have photographs. Transcripts. Citations from scholars who cited words that are no longer visible. I have enough for any sane committee to call it mishandling, bad imaging, and confirmation bias.”

“But not enough for you.”

“No.”

The hum in the lights changed.

Only slightly. Orla heard it because she had learned to trust the small wrongs before the large ones arrived. Ronan heard it because his head lifted a fraction. Kearney heard it because the blood left his face.

On the desk, the tea in the mug darkened.

No ripple. No steam. Just a deepening, as if the liquid had remembered a lower depth.

“When did this start?” Orla said.

“For me? October. For the pages? Years. For the thing doing it?” Kearney looked toward the map. “Three thousand years, I think.”

The light above the desk flickered once.

Orla put one hand flat on the wood.

The desk was damp.

Not wet. Damp in the way stone became damp underground. Her palm came away cold.

“Tell me about the first active erasure,” she said.

Kearney went still.

“That is why you asked me here,” she said. “Not because old photographs differ. Because you saw it happen.”

He nodded.

“Where?”

“Here.”

“When?”

“Last night. Then again this morning.”

“Show me.”

He did not want to. That much was plain. He had brought her here to show her and now the actual showing had become the threshold. Orla waited. Ronan did not move. Rain hit somewhere above them with the small relentless sound of fingers tapping on a lid.

At last Kearney reached under a stack of books and withdrew a folded sheet.

Not vellum. Not ancient. Ordinary photocopy paper, softened by handling. He opened it on the desk.

The image showed a page from an eighteenth-century letter. The hand was long and angled, the ink dark in the photographed image. Someone had circled one sentence in pencil.

“This was sent to me by a private holder on Skye,” Kearney said. “A descendant of a collector. He does not know what he has. He thinks it is correspondence about weather, rents, and a half-mad antiquarian’s trip to see the whirlpool.”

“And it isn’t?”

“It is that. It is also more.”

Orla read the circled sentence.

There is something in the water that knows it is being watched.

The words were old-fashioned, but the fear inside them needed no translation. Beneath the English sentence, in smaller writing, an Irish line had been added in another hand. Orla could read only half of it. Enough: dark mouth, watcher, name, down.

“What disappeared?” she asked.

Kearney touched the lower margin, not the sentence. “There was a line here. It named the keeper. Not a person. A function. I read it twice. I remember reading it twice because I did not understand the grammar. I went to make tea. When I came back, the line was thinner. I watched the last three letters go.”

“Go how?”

His mouth worked.

“Like ink sinking into water. But there was no water.”

The mug on the desk made a small sound.

Ronan stepped forward.

“Don’t,” Kearney said.

The tea surface folded inward at the center.

For one stupid second, no one moved because a cup of tea did not do that. That was the first failure, the small human pause before the world changed its rules. Orla knew water. Ronan knew threat. Kearney knew records. None of that reached the hand fast enough. The dark skin on the surface drew down, a tight little navel opening in cold tea, and the smell of salt came up from it so hard Orla’s stomach turned.

Kearney made a sound through his nose and clamped both hands over his mouth, as if the sound might be another thing the cup could take. Ronan said something sharp. It might have been a curse. It might have been Orla’s name. The room buckled at the edges. The desk was a desk and then not a desk, a small wooden ledge over black turning water. The mug was a mug and then a throat. The old paper beside it lifted at one corner and trembled like skin.

Orla reached for the folded page and missed. Her fingers struck the desk. Cold went up through the nails. She could not categorize it. Not yet. No rule, no field note, no clean thought. Only salt, heat, the wrong depth inside porcelain, and the sick knowledge that something impossible had found a domestic shape and was using it.

Ronan moved because movement was the only part of him that still trusted itself. He snatched the mug. The porcelain burned cold through his palm. The hollow in the tea widened, and for half a breath he saw a black circle so deep his eyes tried to lean into it.

He took three strides to the small sink in the corner and poured the tea out.

The sound rose as the liquid fell.

The drain did not accept it at first. The tea spun above the hole, black, circular, patient, while Ronan held the empty mug and could not remember what an empty mug was for. Kearney backed into the cabinet hard enough to rattle the archival boxes. Orla’s heart kicked once, missed, kicked again. The room had no air in it.

Then the sink gulped. Porcelain cracked somewhere under the basin. The pressure broke so suddenly that all three of them gasped like people pulled up from water.

Kearney leaned both hands on the desk.

“You should not have done that,” he said.

“Probably,” Ronan said.

“If it was observing—”

“It can observe the sewer.”

Orla almost smiled. She did not.

The folded page trembled under her fingers though her hand was still.

“What do you need from us?” she said.

Kearney’s gaze moved from the sink to the map.

“I need witnesses who understand what a missing name weighs. I need someone who can hear what I cannot. I need someone who can stand close enough to the Corryvreckan to say what is being taken while it is still being taken.”

“And what are you?”

He smiled then. A terrible small thing. “Too late.”

“No.”

“Orla—”

“No. You don’t get to become tragic before we know the shape of the room. What are you?”

The question steadied him more than comfort would have. Kearney drew a breath. His hands still shook, but his voice returned to something nearer his own.

“A map,” he said. “Perhaps a bad one. But I know where the doors are
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