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Prologue — The Gate of Samhain

Long before the village of Dunmoor was built, when the land was all wild moor and tangled oak, the stones stood. Rough and black with lichen, they rose from the earth like crooked teeth, set in a circle no one dared cross.

On Samhain night, when the harvest was finished and the air grew sharp with winter’s breath, the people lit great fires and left their offerings at the stones — apples, loaves, cups of milk and honey.
Not for worship.
Not for kindness.
For survival.
They whispered that the stones were not just stones. They were a gate.
A hinge between the living and the dead, between mortal soil and the shifting roads of the Otherworld. And the gate was hungry.
Some years, the offerings were enough. The fires burned bright, the village slept safely, and winter came without harm.
But other years... the gate wanted more.
A missing child.
A wandering shepherd.
A voice carried into the dark that never returned.
The stories were passed down, softened over time, retold as fairytales.
Now they are only whispers told to keep children away from the ruins on Halloween night.
But the stones still stand.
The gate still waits.
And when the fires burn low, and the last bell tolls on Samhain, the hungry dark still remembers.
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On the map, Dunmoor was a smudge between the sea and the hills, a village too small to need more than one road in and the same road back out. On the ground, it was slate roofs shouldering the wind, a shop that sold bread and bolts of wool, and a green with a leaning war memorial that pigeons never landed on. Beyond the last cottages the land sloped up into heather and gorse, and higher still to a bald ridge where a ring of old stones stood black against the sky.

Rowan had grown up with those stones watching them walk to school and back, watching the years tilt. In every window of Dunmoor you could see them, if you stood at the right angle—crooked teeth biting the horizon. People said a lot of things about them. Most of those things were said with a laugh and you know what they’re like around here look, as if superstition were just another weather.

On the afternoon of the Samhain fair, Rowan took the long way home from the bus and cut across the green. Stalls were going up under strings of bulbs: sugared buns, knit hats, jars of last summer’s honey, paper cups stacked for cider. Children dragged bales of straw into a crooked circle where the bonfire would be built at dusk. The air smelled of damp leaves and woodsmoke and the peat someone had already started burning too early in the season. Rowan shoved hands deeper into their pockets and watched as Mr. Daly tried to coax a generator awake by swearing at it in three dialects.

“Rowan!”

Keira vaulted the low stone wall as if it were a showjumping fence, copper hair seizing the weak sun. She wore a battered leather jacket and a grin like trouble. “Tell me you’re coming tonight.”

“I live here,” Rowan said. “Hard to miss.”

Keira rolled her eyes. “Not the fair. After. Up the moor.”

Rowan didn’t answer right away. Wind combed the grass, laying it flat and letting it spring back. A gull turned over slow as if thinking about the shape of the world.

“You aren’t serious,” Rowan said.

“About celebrating the one interesting night of the year? Completely.” Keira leaned in. “Declan’s in. Isla too, if we don’t tell her mother the truth. You know Noah will come—he’d follow us into a mine shaft if we promised a story at the bottom.”

Rowan snorted despite themself. “We said last year we were done with dares.”

“We said a lot of things last year.” Keira’s mouth twitched. She had a dimple that only showed when she was about to do something unacceptable. “We were children then.”

“You were sixteen,” Rowan said.

Keira spread her hands as if that proved the point.

A flock of primary kids scampered past, dragging string-and-paper skeletons whose joints knocked like teeth. Beyond them, Mrs. Quinn in her black wool coat looked straight at Rowan and lifted two fingers from the handle of her shopping bag in a greeting that was also a warning. Mrs. Quinn had run the post office since before the stones were set, according to some. She knew who owed what to whom, and who should or shouldn’t be up on the ridge after dark.

“You talk to her?” Keira asked, following Rowan’s glance. “She told me my grandmother used to leave milk at the stile, and I should be ashamed to call myself a McKenna.”

“Maybe listen to her,” Rowan said. “Milk’s cheaper than getting hexed.”

“She doesn’t believe in hexes,” Keira said. “She believes in people doing as they’re told.”

“And you believe in...?”

Keira’s grin slanted. “Doors.”

Rowan looked toward the ridge again. The stones were smudges now against a thickening sky. “There’s only one door up there,” they said. “The farmer’s gate.”

Keira tipped her chin up toward the hill as if to say, you know that’s not the one I mean.

Declan arrived with two cups of tea steaming between his hands and an expression that suggested he’d already considered ten ways the evening could go wrong and accepted eight of them. He was tall in the way that made other tall people stand up straighter around him. He handed a cup to Keira and one to Rowan as if that settled something.

“What is it this time?” Rowan asked him. “Torchlight procession? Ghost hunt? Keira’s off her leash?”

Declan blew on his tea. “The moon’s new. It’ll be dark as a pocket up there. No one will see us.”

“Great,” Rowan said dryly. “No one will see us.”

Keira elbowed Rowan. “Don’t be old.”

“I’m seventeen.”

“My point stands.”

The fair swelled as the afternoon tipped into evening. Mr. Daly got the generator to behave and the bulbs along the green shivered into light. The face painter drew spiderwebs on toddlers who immediately smeared them to grey clouds. The school choir sawed their way through three harvest songs. Isla arrived wrapped in her grandmother’s scarf, eyes bright and worried, and Noah in a denim jacket with the collar turned up like a boy in a picture he’d found in a book. He had a notebook in his back pocket and ink on his fingers. Noah collected stories the way other people collected coins or sins. He liked the ones that hurt.

“We’re actually doing this,” he said as soon as he could get all five of them into the same pocket of space. “We’re actually going up.”

“We’re going up,” Keira said. “We’re not doing anything stupid.”

Rowan looked pointedly at her.

“Stupider than usual,” she corrected.

Isla’s fingers worried the fringe of her scarf. “My mum said to be home by ten.”

“So be home by ten,” Keira said, airy as smoke. “We’ll be home by ten-thirty.”

Isla made a face but didn’t argue. She was the kind of person who did the wrong thing and apologized for it as she did it. Her mother worked nights at the surgery and had a freezer full of labelled meals and an expression that pulled tight when anyone said the word Halloween.

The sun slid away as if it had somewhere else to be and cold came on sudden. Someone at the edge of the green started the first flame and carried it to the stacked wood in a shallow iron dish. The fire took with a sigh. People drew closer, drawn by heat and habit. Rowan felt that old tug in their chest, half comfort, half plea. Last year at this time their father had been there beside them, hands out to the blaze, cursing quietly at the wind that found every seam of his coat. He’d smiled when Mrs. Quinn told him to mind his tongue. He’d died four months later on a Wednesday morning, and the fire had gone out without anyone seeing.

“You, okay?” Noah asked softly.

Rowan realized their shoulders had bunched and made them go slack. “Fine.”

Keira watched their face and looked away, as if she was of two minds: tease or leave it. She chose to tip her chin toward the hill again, the signal they’d all learned before they knew what signals were. Later, she meant. Later we run.

An old man took the step stool by the iron dish and cleared his throat. Father Byrne called him Mr. Broder, though everyone else called him Moss because there was always some on him somewhere, in his cuffs or his boots, a stain the colour of old pennies. He had been the one to light the bonfire every October for as long as anyone could remember, claiming the right the way he claimed the right to grumble at children and steal pears from gardens not his own.

“We’ll keep it short,” Moss said, which meant it would be long. “You know the words. Or you don’t. Doesn’t matter. Say something true.”

Rowan had always liked that part. They liked the way the old phrases stumbled out of modern mouths, how a crowd could be unharmonious and still be one sound. Moss said names of the dead and names of the unborn and names of the lost, and people murmured them back or kept them to themselves. There were offerings in the dish: apple slices turning brown at the edges, a flask passed hand to hand and sipped with a face, bread broken and crumbled.

When the wind shifted, the smell of the moor rolled down, damp and iron. Somewhere up there a foghorn bellowed from the sea, or something like one. Rowan felt their scalp tighten as if a hand had been laid on the back of their head. They took a step closer to their friends without quite meaning to, and Keira’s knuckles brushed theirs. It was so brief it could have been the accident of a crowd, if Rowan wanted it to be.

After the speeches and the old tune that was not quite hymn, the fair loosened again. Teenagers drifted to the edges, as teenagers do, orbiting one another on invisible lines. Declan checked his watch and made a face like a decision.

“Half-nine,” he said. “If we go now, we can be there and back before Isla’s curfew.” “Don’t say curfew,” Isla said on reflex.

Noah was already writing on his palm with a biro: time, moon, wind WNW, Moss said ‘say something true.’ He wrote things down as if, by writing them, he might anchor the world.

Rowan glanced across the green and saw Mrs. Quinn watching them again, direct as a thrown stone. For a heartbeat Rowan thought she’d come over and clamp a hand on their sleeve and say their name in a way that made the back of their neck go cold. Instead, she tipped her head and, without looking down, toed her shopping bag so it rocked and stopped. Inside something clinked. Bottles. Milk. Rowan looked away first.

They slipped the village like a coat and took the path that climbed behind the last houses, past the back gardens where pumpkins were slowly deflating into themselves and the plastic ghosts sagged. Above, the ridge waited, flat and black as a held breath.

“Torches?” Declan asked.

“Phones,” Keira said. “Torches look like you’re looking for something.”

“We are looking for something,” Noah said.

Keira smiled at him without showing teeth. “Exactly.”

They didn’t talk much as they climbed. Talking used up breath and felt wrong in the same way laughing in church felt wrong, even if the laugh started kind. Their feet found the places feet had found for years—kicks on the same roots, steps stretched the same length. Wind came harder on the slope and brought the metallic smell again, a taste like coins behind the tongue. Someone had set sheep on the lower pasture. Their eyes ghosted in the beam of Declan’s phone, a scatter of cool and unblinking stars.

Halfway up, Isla stopped so abruptly that Rowan almost walked into her. “Do you hear—”

Rowan heard it too: a chime like glass touched with a fingernail, once, twice, irregular as a cough. It could have been the metal sign at the gate banging on its chain. It could have been a bird. It could have been something that wanted to be one of those instead.

“Wind,” Declan said, too loudly.

They reached the fence and the rusted iron kissing gate that gave the field its one throat. Somebody, at some point, had bolted a new sign there. It said PRIVATE in letters meant to look friendly. Underneath, someone with a nail and more time than sense had scratched NOT TONIGHT.

Keira went first. The gate clicked and swung. They crossed the sheep-bitten field in a line, five shadows tumbling and reforming when the torch beam wavered. The stones grew with every step until they were not stones anymore so much as presence, edges against the dark. Rowan knew there were twelve—Father Byrne said eleven, Moss said thirteen—but it never looked the same number twice. Tonight, it looked like exactly enough to make a circle that could not be mistaken for an accident.

At the edge, they stopped. It didn’t feel like choosing to. It felt like the body doing what the body does when the cliff is near, and the night says be careful. Declan swept the phone’s light slowly around the ring. Lichen bloomed pale in the beam. The ground within the circle was short grass and something else, a darker mat like old hair.

“Right,” Keira said, voice thin. “We go in, we stand there, we... what? Count to ten? Say something rude? And then we go home and tell Noah he can write us heroic.”

Noah, who had been brave enough to breathe, shifted his weight. “There’s a story about a man who stood in a fairy ring and spoke his true name and forgot the one his mother gave him. And a story about a girl who put her coat inside out and walked through one night and came out seven years later. And a story about—”

“Enough stories,” Declan said, not unkindly. “No one’s saying any names.”

The wind luffed and fell. For a heartbeat Rowan could hear the fair down in the village, the generator’s steady thrum and the pop of the fire, as if someone had opened a door between rooms. Then it thinned again, and there was only sheep breath and the sound of their own jackets creaking.

Rowan lifted their hand and touched the nearest stone with two fingers. It felt like anything old feels: colder on the inside than the out, as if it had a memory of deeper cold. The lichen under their fingertip was softer than it looked, almost furred. Their skin crawled the way it had when, as a child, they’d put their hand on the back of a sleeping dog and felt it dream.

“Rowan?” Keira said, which meant are you with us.

Rowan stepped back. “Let’s get it over with.”

Keira stepped. Declan with her. Noah. Isla, last, with a breath that fogged and then didn’t. Five bodies, five shadows knotting on the ground.

Inside the ring, the wind fell to a murmur. The torchlight seemed to lie down at their feet instead of striking out. The dark behind the stones went a shade darker still, as if refusing to be described. Rowan felt a pressure in their ears, not pain exactly, like the slow change when a plane comes down and your head doesn’t want it. Noah’s biro had bled a new mark on his palm and the ink shone wet as oil.

“Count of ten,” Declan said. His voice stumbled and got up again. “Ready?”

Keira took Rowan’s hand without looking. Isla found Noah’s sleeve and held on. The night looked at them.

“One,” Declan said.

“Two,” Keira said, defiant.

“Three,” Noah whispered.

“Four,” Isla breathed.

Rowan opened their mouth to make the next number and the air behind the stones moved. Not the wind. Not the sheep. A long, low sound like a horn under water, the kind that makes your bones ask what they’ve done wrong.

“Five,” Declan said, and his voice shook.

Something winked in the grass at Rowan’s feet. For an idiot second they thought firefly, though there were no fireflies here, only midges and moths and the odd lost beetle. Then the light slid sideways and became two points, and for a moment Rowan had the vivid half-belief they were looking into a pair of eyes the size of thimbles, set too near the ground for comfort.

Keira squeezed their hand hard enough to grind knuckles. “Don’t run,” she said through her teeth, to herself or to them, Rowan didn’t know.

“Six,” Noah said, as if numbers might anchor something.

The horn-sound deepened. The hair rose on Rowan’s arms as if some charge had run through the grass from stone to stone, a circuit closing. In the split second before the torch beam faltered, Rowan thought they saw lines carving themselves on the inner faces of the stones—scratches or letters, ogham Father Byrne had shown them in a book once, except these lines moved like rills of water under ice.

“Seven,” Isla tried, and it came out a child’s sound.

Declan lifted the phone higher. The beam hit the far stone and splashed off it, as if the surface were wet. Something like mist lifted from the grass. It wasn’t mist. It had weight. It had direction. It came low, like a thing crawling.

“Eight,” Declan said, and then: “Right. Enough.”

He took a step toward the outer edge, meaning to step back out and make a joke of it. His foot didn’t find the ground where it should have. It kept going, as if the earth had moved a little away. He flailed, swore, caught himself with a boot scraping a stone, and then there was a thud that wasn’t his foot, wasn’t any of theirs, a sound from below, something hollow struck.

The light went out.

Rowan’s breath left them in a single sound and didn’t come back right away. The dark was complete, not dearth-of-light but presence-of-it, slick and close. The horn moaned again, right through them this time, and with it came a noise like laughter, except what was laughing had never had a throat.

Keira’s fingers found Rowan’s again in the blind. “Count,” she said, not because she believed in the numbers, but because people need one true thing to say when all the rest of the words break.

“Nine,” Rowan said, and the syllable slid on the dark and came back wrong.

Somewhere to Rowan’s left, Noah said, very quietly, “I think we’re not alone.”

The dark breathed in. And Dunmoor held its breath.
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The day did what days do in Dunmoor: it went on. School let the bell loose like a trapped bird and let everyone pretend the wind was something they could outrun. The sea stayed where it always stayed, a slate streak beyond the low roofs, busy with weather you could see coming a mile off and still not prepare for.

Rowan had English last period, which meant thirty minutes of trying to remember whether metaphors were the ones that said what they meant or the ones that didn’t, and ten minutes of looking at the back of Keira’s head while Miss Fallon read Yeats in a voice meant to make everyone fall in love with the idea of swans. Keira had doodled doors in the margin of her book—arched ones, lintels crooked, one with a key drawn so small Rowan only noticed because Keira turned around and made a face when Miss Fallon read the line about “faeries, come take me out of this dull world.”

After, they spilled into the corridor, lockers yawning like bad teeth. Isla wrestled a scarf out of a door that had decided to acquire it. Declan closed his maths book with a thud that sounded oddly final. Noah, who had somehow inked half his hand again, tucked his notebook away like contraband.

“Pub quiz or parish hall for setup?” Declan asked, as if he had a car and keys to match. He had neither. He had a bicycle with a squeak that announced him before he turned a corner.

“Parish hall,” Isla said, already moving in that direction, because she was incapable of seeing chairs that needed stacking and not stacking them. “Mrs. Byrne said they need more hands. Also cakes.”

“Do they ever not need cakes?” Noah asked.

“They always need cakes,” Keira said solemnly. “Cakes are a liturgy.”

“Cakes are a scam,” Declan said, but he followed, as he always did when Isla set a direction.

The parish hall smelled like old varnish and boiled kettles. Rows of trestle tables leaned against the wall like soldiers waiting for orders. Mrs. Byrne stood at the far end with a clipboard and a smile that had sent generations into battle with raffle books and bin bags. She spotted Isla and softened, as people did when Isla came into a room. Then she spotted Keira and Declan and Rowan behind her and didn’t soften, but she didn’t harden either.

“You’ll do,” she said. “Tables up, chairs out, pumpkins on the windowsills if you can convince them to sit still. Declan, ladders are not your friend. Keira, do not test the fairy lights with your teeth. Rowan—tea later. Noah—leave the posters to me.”

“Are we not trusted with posters?” Noah asked, wounded.

“Not after last year,” Mrs. Byrne said. “The one for the lost property box that said YE WHO ARE ABOUT TO BE REUNITED, WE SALUTE YOU lives in my head during quiet moments.”

“It was a good poster,” Noah said, injured dignity folding neatly into amusement.

They worked. It was the kind of work that lets speech happen around it without needing to be held up. Declan took the far end of a table and Rowan the near, and they sawed the thing open and set its legs like old men who’d done it a thousand times. Isla tried to coax fairy lights out of a plastic tub without tangling them further and ended up cocooned up to the elbows. Keira climbed onto a chair and arranged paper bats along the cornice in a way that suggested the bats had chosen to colonize it.

“Are we talking about it?” Noah asked, aiming for casual, getting something that lived near it and rented a room.

“What,” Declan said, not because he didn’t know what but because making Noah say it would give Declan the right to roll his eyes later.

“Tonight,” Noah said.

Isla’s hands stilled on the lights. Rowan slid a chair along with the heel of a boot and didn’t look at anyone.

Keira stuck a bat to the wall with chewing gum she definitely had not been given. “We can talk about anything you like, as long as it contains the words I’m in.”

“I’m in,” Noah said, reflex. “Even if we’re just going up to stand next to some rocks and dare the wind to do us in.”

“You love the wind,” Keira said.

“I like it when it minds its own business,” Noah said. “I don’t like it when it speaks Latin.”

Declan snorted. “You won’t hear Latin up there. If you hear anything, it’ll be Moss complaining that someone’s nicked his pears.”

“Do not malign Moss,” Mrs. Byrne said, passing by with a stack of paper cups that threatened to become avalanche. “We’d still be lighting bonfires by rubbing sticks together if it weren’t for him and his evil temper.”

She moved on. Keira hooked her heel on the chair and pulled it closer without climbing down. She liked being slightly above everyone. “We don’t have to make it complicated,” she said. “We go after the fair, while everyone’s drunk on sugar and memory, and we come back before the musicians remember the tune for ‘The Parting Glass.’”

“We,” Isla echoed, testing the word like a tooth. “We all go. Together.”

“Together,” Declan said, and the way he said it closed the argument for the moment.

Rowan bent to plug a string of lights into the wall and was rewarded with a shower of sparks and the particular smell of old buildings thinking about becoming museums. They yanked the plug, patted the socket like a dog that had barked, and grimaced. “We’re going to die of electrical fires long before any rocks have a chance,” they said.

“Say something cheery, why don’t you,” Keira said.

“I’m saving my cheer for later.”

“Save some for me,” she said, and because she was still on the chair she had to lean down to meet their eyes, and because Rowan was where they were in time and toward Keira, they looked up, and it felt for a breath like the room had narrowed to a line between them, a tightrope across something it would be unwise to look down at.

Isla’s laugh from the next table broke it. “Noah, you can’t put the pumpkin there.”

“Why not?”

“Because when Mrs. Byrne opens the hatch to pass out tea, it’s going to roll into her chest like a cannonball.”

“Ah,” Noah said, and removed the pumpkin with appropriate solemnity.

By the time the tables were squared and the fairy lights were convinced into at least the appearance of compliance, the parish hall had changed from a room where things happened to a room ready to hold them. People began to come in with trays covered in tea towels and faces dusted with flour. Someone had baked a cake frosted to look like the green. The war memorial looked like a sugar tombstone. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so accurate.

They got out of Mrs. Byrne’s way just in time to avoid being made responsible for soup. On the steps they collected themselves like clothes picked off a chair.

“My mum will feed us if we pass her kitchen,” Isla said, last hope in the sentence, apology below it.

Keira shook her head, too quick. “We’ll be late.”

“It’s the afternoon,” Isla said, half a protest, half a plea. “We can’t be late to the evening.”

“We can be late to ourselves,” Keira said, and Isla’s shoulders dipped, chastened or just resigned.

Declan slung his bag across his back and looked at Rowan. “Home?”

“I might go the long way,” Rowan said. “Need to—” They gestured with one hand as if to throw the rest of the sentence somewhere it would do more good. “Think.”

“I’ll walk you,” Keira said. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to,” she said, and the want in it was bare enough that Rowan didn’t know what to do with it except carry it a little.

They cut across the churchyard, fields rolled out like green cloth beyond the low wall. Gravestones leaned into each other’s company. Someone had put a knitted poppy on the new grave near the gate. Rowan caught their breath on it without meaning to. Keira saw their gaze and busied her hands with a fence post and didn’t say I’m sorry. She had learned that silence was a kindness in a way a lot of people hadn’t.

“You remember when we were ten and dared each other to run between the stones?” she asked instead.

“I remember you pushed me in,” Rowan said.

“I remember you pushed me back.”

“We’re different now,” Rowan said, and meant it as an accusation and a prayer.

“Are we?” Keira asked, all light, and then quiet: “I didn’t mean about the stones.”

They walked in parallel for a dozen steps and the air didn’t crack with meaning, which felt like a mercy.

“You ever feel like the village is watching?” Rowan asked, because it was safer than I want and smaller than grief.

Keira laughed a little. “You mean Mrs. Quinn and her army of eyes? Or the other way?”

“The other way,” Rowan said, and flicked their chin toward the moor, the ridge, the absent presence. “Like the land remembers you and you don’t remember the land back.”

Keira’s smile went wry. “I remember every time I fell on my arse up there.”

“That counts.”

“Everything counts,” Keira said, which sounded like bravado because it always did when she said it, but Rowan suspected she had meant it seriously for once.

They parted at the lane to Rowan’s place, with a promise that wasn’t words but had the shape of See you. Rowan went in to a kitchen that had been scrubbed to within an inch of its tiles and a note on the table in their father’s hand that had nothing to do with the day. Their mother must have taped it there this morning; she did that sometimes, anchoring him where he no longer was. It said Buy milk? and Rowan stood looking at it until the letters went doubles and they blinked them back into one.

They boiled water that tasted like old pipes and made tea too strong and drank it without tasting. They wiped the counter twice. They put the note in the drawer with the rubber bands and takeaway menus and took it out again and smoothed it and put it under the magnet shaped like a strawberry because if you put something under a magnet it stays.

When the sky began to slope toward evening, they went back out. The village was already tilting toward its night-self. Windows took on their glow. The green had acquired a population and a purpose. People arrived with toddlers in bat capes and uncles in coats older than anyone’s memories. Moss stood in his usual place at the edge of the fire bowl with a face that said he had not approved the sun setting but had agreed to it for reasons of policy.

Keira found Rowan without needing to look. People do that when they’ve drawn each other on the map in their heads often enough. Declan stood with his hands in his pockets and the shape of responsibility sloped across his shoulders like a coat he’d inherited. Noah had a pen behind his ear and a fresh page, pure white and doomed. Isla had braided her hair in a hurry and threaded small copper wires with fairy lights through it so she looked lit from within.

“Still in?” Keira asked, all swagger for anyone listening, a question for Rowan.

“Still in,” Rowan said. Inevitable.

Declan looked at his watch again, a habit he’d learned from a father who thought time was something you could keep honest by checking it often. “We go after Moss finishes making everyone cry.”

“Moss doesn’t make me cry,” Keira said.

Rowan raised an eyebrow. Keira blushed and looked offended at herself for being capable of it.

The fair did its evening trick of becoming more itself. The bulbs along the green hummed into full voice. Somewhere a teenager with a guitar began to play the same four chords that all songs are made of. Someone’s dog acquired a glow-stick collar and charged through groups like a comet. The first spark to the bonfire hissed, thought about it, and then conceded, climbed.

Moss climbed the step-stool like an elderly pirate boarding a rival’s ship. He cleared his throat and addressed the general world in the voice of a man who had had to address a lot of worlds and found them all incompetent. The same words as always, Rowan thought, except they never were, because the names changed in the space where names go. When Moss said Rowan’s father’s name, he didn’t look for Rowan in the crowd, and Rowan loved him for it. Some mercies don’t want to be seen.

People drifted toward the fire after, as people do, hands out, faces tipped. Keira leaned in to Rowan and let her shoulder press Rowan’s shoulder, casual as weather. Declan’s mouth made a calculating line. Isla’s hands were folded under her chin, prayer or heat. Noah wrote one word on a blank page: HUNGER. Then he underlined it, as if to blame the page for its appetite.

They let a quarter-hour breathe. Then Declan said, “Now,” and it was a word with gravity.

They peeled away from the light the way a strip of old paint peels from a warm wall. No one stopped them. Mrs. Byrne was busy with soup. Mrs. Quinn looked straight at them and then at the milk under her arm and tilted it once as if reminding the air of something it already knew. Moss had his hands around the rim of the bowl and his head bent as if confiding in the fire.

Past the hedge, the night had more teeth. Shoes muttered on the path. The old metal sign clanked at the stile, irregular heartbeat for a beast too big to have one.

“Last chance to say you’re out,” Declan said, not because he meant to offer it but because a good leader knows when you should.

“I’m not out,” Isla said, shakily, and immediately looked as if she’d swallowed her own stubbornness and was trying not to choke on it.

“I’m not out,” Noah said. Keira looked at Rowan. Rowan held her gaze. “I’m in.”

Declan nodded. “Right. Rules.” Keira groaned. “Always with the rules.”

“Always with the rules,” Declan agreed, “because some of us would end up walking into the sea if there weren’t fences.” He ticked them off: “No saying your full name. No taking food if it’s offered. No giving food either.”

“I brought jelly babies,” Isla said, stricken.

“Keep them in your pocket. No stepping into circles of mushrooms. No iron—”

“I have a key,” Keira said, showing one on a chain under her jacket.

“Good,” Declan said, unexpected. “Don’t show it if you don’t have to. Don’t run unless I say run.”

“I’m not a dog,” Keira said, bristling.

“I know,” Declan said, and there was a note in it that softened the bristle. “That’s why you’ll run when I say it.”

“What if you’re wrong?” Noah asked, because someone had to.

Declan looked at him and then at the dark humped line of the ridge and said, “Then I won’t be the one who says anything ever again.”

They went. Not with a charge. With something quieter, a collective exhale into whatever was going to happen. Behind them, the fair made human sounds: laughter, a cheer that could have been for a raffle prize or the tying of a child’s shoe. Ahead, the moor patient as bone.

At the kissing gate, Keira touched the new sign with a fingertip and then the carved words underneath with the nail. NOT TONIGHT. “Tonight,” she whispered, and it didn’t sound like defiance. It sounded like acceptance of an appointment made by someone else a long time ago.

They crossed the field as a five again, shadows braided. At the edge of the ring, the night leaned in, expectant.

“Together,” Isla said, before anyone else could say anything that might break the spell or make it worse.

“Together,” Declan said, and because he was Declan it made a shape they could put their feet into. “We go in, we count, we stand. If we feel anything—not see, not hear, feel—pull to go farther, we don’t. We stand. We leave together.”

“And if the ground opens?” Noah asked softly.

“Then we hold on,” Rowan said, to Noah, to Keira, to themselves.

Keira reached for Rowan’s hand because she always would until the day came when she couldn’t. Noah nudged Isla with his shoulder so she’d stop shaking and start laughing. Declan took one long breath and stepped.

They went with him.

The stones didn’t move. Of course they didn’t. They didn’t need to. The air between them changed its mind about being air. The world did what it always does when people keep promises without understanding what the promises are. It listened.

“Ready?” Declan asked, his voice pitched from his chest so it wouldn’t tremble.

“Ready,” said four voices, and if you listened you could hear everything each of them meant by it.

“On ten,” Declan said. They began to count.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three 

[image: ]


Counting felt like tying a rope between them and throwing it out into the dark, hoping it would catch on something that would hold.

“Ten,” Declan said, and the word went out of his mouth and didn’t come back the same.

For a beat nothing happened except their breathing, the wet suck of earth somewhere underfoot, the phone screen’s weak square of light stuttering like a heart that didn’t trust itself. Then the wind that had been worrying their jackets dropped flat, as if a lid had been put over the sky.

Rowan heard it first: a lamplight sound far away—metal on metal, a hinge acknowledging its hinge-ness. It could have been the kissing gate below. It could have been the old farm shed. It could have been a thousand ordinary things, but its echo came from inside the stones, not beyond them.

“Right,” Declan said, too brightly. “We stood. We counted. We—”

A flock of sparks ran across the nearest stone, low as fox-fire, the pale of lichen catching and letting go. For a second the lines under the lichen resolved into scratches, not random, not weather, the notch-and-stroke of ogham, the alphabet Father Byrne had shown them once on a laminated handout that smelled like a cupboard. Rowan couldn’t read it. Their skin knew the shape of its meaning anyway, the way a hand knows a scar in the dark.

Isla’s breath hitched. “I don’t like—”

“Don’t name it,” Noah
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