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Prologue

DAVID

‘Professor Kilmartin,’ he whispered, gazing through the ghostly mist of his own reflection in the glass, still disbelieving it to be true.

At last, in spite of the sceptics and narrow-mindedness of academia, the university had finally acknowledged his accomplishments. Convincing the old guard hadn’t been without its crucible of frustrations, and his patience was all but bankrupt because of it. But his thesis and the theories therein had shaken the very bedrock of Ireland’s ancient past. He’d forced their wilfully deaf ears to listen, to concede that the lore’s tapestry shimmered with golden threads of truth. All it took was a capable mind to tug at its seam.

The evidence was too credible to be ignored forever. No century since their banishment had passed without some record, however trifling or inconspicuous it may have been to the layman’s eye. The very nature of their gifts made the changelings’ presence throughout history impossible to substantiate. But they had existed, and David was of the belief that they walked amongst society still – those unfamiliar faces in the crowd, seen only once, hiding perfectly in plain sight.

How, in a world full of strangers, could humankind ever hope to isolate such an entity?

A hard rain had rolled in over the city at sundown, quenching stars before they’d even had a chance to glimmer. Puddles flooded the street outside, each one awash with ripples of amber streetlight. Dark bodies skittered between doorways for shelter. Others were too drenched to care. Somewhere out of sight, a woman screamed – most likely in jest but most certainly wet. A momentary distraction, hardly engaging enough to hold David’s interest for long.

The changelings’ number was too great for them to disappear completely. He’d yet to appoint some rational explanation as to how or why they had been subdued beneath the earth. Their powers were incomprehensible. Dispel the mythology’s magic, and their wondrous feats become almost feasible, and so to suggest defeat in battle was to belittle what they once were. But who was to say what they became? Perhaps, David considered, the daylight had come to command some sway over their movements. That would explain why cases alluding to some interaction or interference on their part were so novel. A few above but most below, slaves to some nocturnal rhythm, no different from the owl and the bat and those other species so rarely seen by human eyes. Such a lengthy period underground could have mutated them in some horrific way that kept them imprisoned in the darkness. It was, after all, in their very nature to change. If only he could isolate where the—

‘Darling,’ Madeline whispered, ‘you don’t look like a man who should be celebrating.’

A lifetime of research awaited him, and the questions far outweighed the answers he could hope to bring to light in however many years he had left. But for now, he would enjoy this moment.

‘Sorry, my love. I suppose it hasn’t quite sunk in yet.’

The table’s white cloth was set beside the restaurant’s window. Its rain-speckled glass mirrored a roomful of candlelight, where the soft play of ivory keys graced the air like a warmth. Cutlery chinked. Corkscrews squeaked. And two dozen or more voices blended into a wordless din; none so loud as to spoil the evening’s ceremony.

‘Perhaps it would help if I started calling you Professor then.’ Madeline smiled, gliding her hands towards him, reaching for his touch. ‘Just for a little while, you know, like teaching an old dog a new name.’

David squeezed her slender fingers and chuckled. ‘After all you’ve put up with, Maddy, you can call me anything you like. And I’m not that old, am I?’

‘Every professor is old, darling. It’s not your fault.’

It pained him to confess, if only to himself, how distant he’d become these past months, treading the slenderest of tightropes above an abyss of ancient riddles; the depth and darkness of which all too often tainted his sleep with nightmares. There were moments when he could feel it – that seed planting itself inside his skull, sprouting some fresh strand of thought that would grow and grow and occupy his full attention until eventually, like so many others, it would wilt and die, and only then would he snap out of its intoxicating reverie and take note of his wife’s loneliness. The sight of her blue eyes glazed with tears would evoke in him a weakening sorrow. His own disappointments he’d learned to shoulder. But it broke him every time to witness hers.

Madeline understood David’s obsession better than he ever could. She’d watched it toy with him since the day they’d met; lifting him, crushing him, and yet always leaving just enough will to go on, as though there could be no prize without due punishment. But in punishing himself, he had been in turn punishing her, and the time had come to change. He knew that now.

‘Try not to think about it for one night,’ she said to him, smiling through the sadness of knowing that even there and then, together, he still shared their special moment with his work.

David gripped her hands tighter but no words came.

He would pursue his passions in private. This was the only way forward that made sense. He would lecture in the lore he knew so well. And to those attentive minds that gathered in their droves to listen, this lore would remain simply that – stories to be appreciated but not to be believed. It was a job. A well-paying one at that. It could support his interests in the secrecy of his own supposed leisure, away from prying eyes and those snide whispers that snaked through the corridors of the university. The changelings would linger in his life as they always had – eternally out of reach, rarely out of mind. But they would become his curse and a burden that he alone would carry.

‘You’ve achieved so much,’ Madeline leant forward to whisper, perhaps for fear that his elusive fairies were listening in. ‘You can afford yourself some time off. It would do you good to be a part of the world again after such an absence. And we’ve so much to look forward to.’

A figure loomed between them, perfectly poised with one hand balancing a tray of two crystal flutes. A parting caress was shared before their fingers unlocked. The man’s crisp shirt and burgundy bow tie were reminiscent of an older time, and his youth offered David some reassurance that not all traditions faded over time; history still had its uses.

The waiter looked to Madeline with the subtlest insinuation of some prior agreement.

‘I do believe a celebratory toast is in order,’ he said; his mannerisms polished as the crystal.

‘I think a professorship is cause enough for celebration,’ Madeline said, winking over at her husband, ‘don’t you, darling?’

David couldn’t help but blush. ‘We’re celebrating far more than just that, my love,’ he said. ‘Could you take a photograph of us?’ he asked, turning to the waiter as he rooted around in his pocket. ‘I want to remember this evening. You see, my wife and I are—’

‘Don’t jinx it, darling,’ Madeline interjected with a grin.

‘It would be my pleasure, sir,’ the waiter replied, accepting the camera. ‘Special occasions such as this should always be captured. A photograph is a happiness that we can take with us wherever we go.’

David stole a glance at his wife as his hand touched the stem of his glass, posing for a memory that he was fated to cherish more than any other. Madeline’s silver necklace – gifted to her on their first anniversary – sparkled over that black dress he so adored. She’d worn it because it was his night. But the truth was that it was theirs.

The camera flashed. And with a smile and a nod, the waiter retreated, as gracious a host as one could hope for and one certainly deserving of a handsome tip.

‘And to think there were times when I thought you loved your precious fairies more than you did me,’ Madeline said with a smirk, captivating as it was playful.

‘No fairy could ever be as beautiful as you are in this moment, my love.’
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MINA

The tide had retreated late that evening, laying a ledge of grey sand in its wake where all else now sparkled in the dusk like a desert of broken glass. For too long this was all she’d dreamt of – a sky pruned of black branches and a sun whose departure wasn’t chased into the night by a thousand screams. But nowhere was safe. Not anymore. The darkness, the light, even those grey areas in between reminded her too much of the coop’s cold concrete and those still, twilit moments before the light clicked on.

Mina’s growing repertoire of anxieties kept her tethered to the cottage’s open door. But she’d stretched her leash over time, leaving longer trails of footprints with each passing day. The sand was nothing like the soil. Its silver grains left no stain that she couldn’t dust away with her fingers. And when the sun shone, the shore resembled some magical seam holding the last fraying threads of her sanity together.

She touched the mug to her lips, breathing in more warmth than she drank as her wary eyes scanned the whole beach; from its southern caves to where the rocks beetled out into the bay like a bed of black broken teeth on the far side. Mina had the good sense to drape a blanket over her shoulders; the massive, tasselled one that she toasted by the stove before the sun and the temperature began their nightly nosedives into the ocean.

It had become a ritual of hers to face the night, to force down those memories that were forever tearing their talons around every moment. In the woodland there’d been an echoing list of chores and duties to keep her mind occupied. But here her fears grew restless, and though the waves washed ashore with the calmest whisper, the world as she knew it never ceased to tremor.

Mina swallowed back a mouthful, wincing as it passed her throat. She’d come to loathe the taste of it. But the whiskey hit her like a hard slap, and sometimes – on those nights when she upped her dosage – it’d even knock her into a dreamless sleep, though these blessings were rare and too hazy in mind and memory to really be appreciated. Either way, she sure felt the impact the following morning; that familiar bruise on the brain, pulsating like a beating heart about to break.

Mina’s phone performed a nervous jolt in her pocket. She prised it out as she padded her bare feet along the sand, taking care to keep in the dry.

‘Do I need to ask what you’re up to?’ Ciara asked, her voice on loudspeaker.

‘You should see the sky. It’s beautiful this evening.’

‘It’s always been beautiful, Meens. We just forgot.’

Ciara was the only one who understood what Mina saw when she closed her eyes at night, when the silence was at its most fragile and the softest breeze sang like a scream. She’d asked her countless times to call an end to her impromptu exile and come live with her in the house that she and John had built – the home she refused to abandon, like an altar to the dead man’s memory. But the watchers had been following her in the city. And Mina knew without being told that they were following her still.

‘How are you holding up?’ Ciara asked.

‘Could be worse, I suppose.’ Mina sighed wearily through a smile. ‘Still alive. Though my neck aches from looking over my fucking shoulder.’

Ciara chuckled as a steel pan clamoured over the line.

‘What are you making?’ Mina asked.

‘I’m stir-frying some vegetables. What have we got here? Peppers, some red onion, those baby sweetcorn things, and a few tomatoes.’

‘Oh, wow, very healthy.’

‘I know, right? I’m not sure what I’m going to do with them.’

‘You eat them, Ciara.’

‘You know what I mean.’ She giggled.

Her voice washed over Mina like a balm, cooler and more comforting than any wave the ocean could offer. The implicit purpose behind their nightly conversations was to soothe and support and to help the other process the past into something that would someday crawl into a pit and die. But there were too many groggy mornings when Mina couldn’t recall a single word shared between them. Alcohol made the nightmares more tolerable but it didn’t exactly make her the most riveting company. She was meant to be an emotional crutch for Ciara to lean on. But there were times when Mina could barely stand herself up, never mind support another.

‘How’s the yellow one?’ Ciara asked.

‘Yeah, he’s good,’ she replied. ‘I brought his cage outside earlier but some of the seagulls started having a go at him, so we went back in.’

‘And I take it there’s still no sign of Madeline?’

Mina detected that familiar diffidence to her voice, the reluctance to ask a question that she’d already guessed the answer to. It’d been over a month now since she’d fled as far west as she could without getting her feet wet.

‘Not yet. But she knows where I am, kind of.’

Ciara chuckled. ‘Do you even know where you are?’

‘No idea.’

That last day in the city had yet to find its focus. It was as though Mina’s mind had intentionally flicked a switch, some failsafe to keep her from revisiting those horrors before eventually there’d be no way to escape them.

They’re everywhere. They’ve been watching you.

Madeline’s eyes – once so stark and secretive – had smouldered with an eerie uncertainty as she’d gripped Mina by the shoulders, seeming in that second more human than ever before. For the first time, the woman looked afraid, and Mina remembered the feel of her long fingers trembling like tender, windswept stems.

She still couldn’t cleanse her dreams of the sight of them, watching her in broad daylight, breaking the one rule that she’d learned to live by. As Madeline had told her once – they were leaner and they were longer. But on that street, standing amidst the unknowing crowd, they were also so terrifyingly convincing. It was as though they wanted to be seen. There was no soulful illusion to their expressions, only a burning intensity around the eyes. Worse still, Mina was sure that one of them had smiled at her; the slyest curl of the lip, so effortlessly sinister, as if they had perfected it – the face, its form and utility.

Madeline had raised her shoulders, standing tall so as to shield Mina in the shelter of her shadow. It was jarringly uncanny to meet her in the eye, for they were Madeline’s: two jewels she knew so well, set into a different face.

‘Mina,’ she snapped, drawing her closer, making sure the message delivered, ‘you can’t stay here.’

Words became vague, soundless letters in Mina’s mind. Her mouth opened but it was more likely to expel the contents of her stomach than anything resembling sense.

‘I don’t know how many there are,’ Madeline said, peering back over her shoulder. ‘They’ve been following you.’

‘How did they…’ was all she managed to utter before her jaw tensed up.

‘How did they what, Mina?’

‘Find me?’

‘It doesn’t matter. You need to leave the city now.’

Like old times, Mina suspected that Madeline was cushioning her from the truth, portioning out her words like a meagre feed of nuts and berries.

‘But where…?’ she whispered.

‘Far from here. Go to the coast, to the salt water and the sand.’

‘Why?’

‘Mina, I don’t have time to explain. It’s the woodland. It’s on you. They can smell it.’

There it was – the horrifying reality that Madeline hadn’t wanted to share. It took a single honest answer to tear down the scaffolding of Mina’s new life. She couldn’t feel her legs but she was moving. Feet found their own course without a thought to guide them, clipping on a cobble that nearly sent her tumbling.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’ Madeline asked her.

‘I need to get my bird. I can’t leave him behind.’

Madeline’s nostrils snapped out her frustration. But she knew not to argue.

‘And what about you?’ Mina called back to her. ‘Aren’t you coming with me?’

Madeline’s steely gaze whipped back to where their pursuers were still gathered; no effort made to belie their presence.

‘I’ll come find you,’ she replied, ‘once I know what they want.’

There were so many questions that Mina had wanted to ask before fear cracked its whip, sending her thundering up the stairs to her apartment; staggering, tripping, groping upward, their grimy tiles staining her hands with an unseen stickiness. That feeling of being chased rose beneath her like a flash flood in the stairwell. The door slammed, felling a picture frame on the console table and awakening a shriek from the parrot perched in his cage by the window, suitably panicked by the sight of her.

‘We have to go,’ she screamed before a sudden nausea wormed its way up her throat and sent her skidding straight to the sink.

She gripped the basin, shoulders stooped, spitting a long strand of drool from her lips. Its ceramic felt cool against her skin as her eyes – shimmering like two cymbals – rose reluctantly to the mirror. The coop hadn’t just broken her, it had split her perfectly in two. The carefully curated hairs on her head – that pixie do that remained after all the dead ends had been chopped to the floor – wasn’t the Meens she remembered, the one she’d stared at night after long night in a prison of glass and concrete. There was colour to her cheeks and gloss on her lips. It was as if that sad, broken, friendless piece of shit that trekked into the woodland had tried to dress herself up as somebody new. But nothing had changed.

Monsters were real, only now they were everywhere.

She dragged the yellow one’s old cage from the hot press, toppling a broom onto the floor and taking a sad glimpse at the neat stack of towels that she’d bought the week before. And beside them – the emergency bag containing the lightest, most basic needs that wouldn’t slow her down in the event of this ever happening.

‘You’ll have to shift into the smaller cage,’ she said to the bird, his little agitated eyes hinting at some understanding. ‘Your new one is too big for me to carry.’

Mina pressed her cheek into the pane so as to peer down the street. Madeline was gone. So, too, were the watchers. Outside, the world looked perfectly normal, as it had that morning when last she’d checked in on it. Mina looped the tote bag around her shoulder and hoisted up the yellow one’s cage. Eyes darted around the room, taking it all in one last time, grabbing any memories worth keeping. It didn’t take long.

She was the fox that ran until the hard soil softened to sand and she could run no further. And as the fox shivers in the safety of its den, listening out for the gallop of hooves and the baying of men, Mina dreaded those ancient screams and the scratch of glass; the talons, the teeth – all those sharp things that shone in the moonlight of her mind.

‘What’s in your mug tonight?’ Ciara asked; it was obvious from her voice that she’d lodged the phone between her cheek and shoulder. ‘I can hear you slurping on something.’

‘Jesus.’ Mina laughed. ‘It’s just a drop of whiskey to keep me warm. Trust me, if you were standing here in the cold, you’d be slurping on a hot one too. Well, it was hot when I poured it.’

She could sense Ciara’s disapproval. But they’d hashed over her drinking habits enough times to deem the conversation redundant. Fate had dealt Mina two options – passing out drunk or crying into her pillow – and she’d never liked the taste of tears.

‘You aren’t smoking again, are you?’

‘Nope,’ Mina replied proudly. ‘But don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind.’

A low sizzle could be heard in the kitchen as the silence resettled between them.

Night was creeping in stealthily with the waves, stealing the last colour from the sand, leaving it a lightless grey. It was nearly that time again, when the rumble of the watchers’ bodies would rise like a thunder beneath the earth. She imagined them gathering around their pits. An empire of black eyes watching and waiting for the last ash of daylight to scatter.

‘What did you get up to today?’ Ciara asked, guiding Mina back to the light.

‘Nothing too exciting,’ she replied. ‘I found another article online that could be changeling-related. I’ve hardly any space left on the wall. I swear, if anyone saw it they’d think I was an absolute headcase.’

There was the sudden tapping of a wooden spoon against something iron, and then a gush of water. ‘Go on,’ Ciara said, ‘I’m listening.’

‘This one’s interesting actually. A few years ago – back in 2016, I think – some lad thought he’d seen his mother’s ghost. He’d been living over in the States and came back to sell the old family home. Some little place in the arse of nowhere, unlived in since she passed away and when—’

‘Let me guess,’ Ciara interjected, as she liked to do whenever Mina was telling a story. ‘The mother came back.’

‘Something that looked identical to her anyway. The poor lad caught her watching him from the window as he was walking up to the door.’

‘What did he do?’

Mina giggled. ‘What do you think he did? He fucking bolted, like any sane person would have. When he finally plucked up the courage to go back, she was gone. But someone had obviously been living there.

‘Ghosts don’t usually leave a mess after them, do they?’

‘No, they certainly do not.’

‘So what do you reckon happened?’ Ciara asked through a mouthful.

‘I’d say a watcher scoped the place out and perused an old family photo album until it found a face it liked the look of.’

‘But what was it waiting for? Why would it live there for so long?’

‘What are any of them waiting for? If this lad hadn’t come back to Ireland, it’d probably still be there now, masquerading as his mother, dressing up in her clothes and pottering around the house.’

The chewing ceased. A fork was heard to clash onto a plate. Nothing stifled the appetite quite like a sour serving of reality.

‘Isn’t that a horrible thought?’ Ciara whispered.

‘You’re welcome. Oh, and I sent you those links again. You know, the ones you’ve been avoiding.’

‘The message boards?’

‘Ciara,’ she said sternly, ‘other people know about the watchers. I can’t tell yet how much exactly. I mean, I highly doubt they were kept as fucking pets like we were.’

‘Okay, I’ll check them out tomorrow.’ A lie, if ever Mina had heard one. ‘And tell me, how are the lovely Peadar and June?’ Ciara was obviously keen to change the subject.

Mina looked over her shoulder, to the guest house looming on the rise behind the cottage, where the once-green fields now harvested only shadows. Curtained windows glowed like foggy lanterns under the earliest specks of starlight.

‘They’re good,’ she replied. ‘I keep thinking they’re watching me. But I guess that feeling is never going away, is it? If you saw the way their house sits on that hill by the road, it’s like I’m living beside Norman Bates or something.’

‘Would you shush,’ Ciara said, her smile audible. ‘You’d be sleeping down in the caves if it wasn’t for them.’

The idea lured Mina’s eyes south, where their jagged tips rose like ancient cathedrals left to crumble. There was no lullaby to the black, lightless waters that roiled down that side of the beach. They crashed and they screamed, and they foamed like rabid beasts slashing at the stone, carving out those hidden crannies where the seabirds slept. Their impression was one of gauntness and of death, of sickly hollows and tired, misshapen parts.

Who was to say there weren’t some long-forgotten horrors lurking down there too.

‘I think June is trying to adopt you,’ Ciara said, chuckling away, her happiness restored. ‘Or maybe you’re like a comfort daughter, and she’ll throw you out once the real one returns from wherever she is.’

‘Australia, I think. I wonder has she even told her that some randomer with a parrot has taken over the cottage they did up for her.’

With that said, the last sliver of light sank into the leaden line of the ocean. Mina drained her mug and held it upside down as proof of a job well done. The night was like an old lover that had broken her heart. She’d never trust it again, but maybe – with enough time – she could train herself to tolerate its company.

‘You okay?’ Ciara asked.

She’d obviously heard more slurping.

‘Never better,’ Mina replied unconvincingly.

‘Why don’t you go back inside? You know what Madeline would say if she caught you dithering out in the cold after dark.’

Mina laughed. ‘Christ, she wouldn’t be impressed, would she?’

‘Goodnight, Meens.’

‘Goodnight, my dear,’ she replied, failing to capture the same chirpiness that came to Ciara so naturally, despite everything. ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

The phone screen faded to black. A million imaginary sounds hounded Mina in the silence of that moment. Even here – wherever here was – the watchers’ screams were never far from her thoughts. And every day they grew that little bit closer.

The coop’s rules were still in effect. The cottage’s door should already have been shut.
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Without fail or mercy, the same silent alarms were triggered come nightfall. Alcohol helped, but a locked door was the only sure-fire way to disable them. Mina held all the keys, so she wasn’t a prisoner in the truest sense, more a weary warden who’d learned through hard experience that locks were invented for a good reason.

‘I’m having another, okay?’ she called over to the yellow one as she squeaked off the bottle cap. ‘And before you start judging me, yes, this is probably my last one.’

A tinny rattle from his cage was permission enough to pour ahead.

A dash of whiskey sloshed over the rim of her mug, staining a thin pool on the kitchenette’s counter. Though no grander in size than the coop, the cottage’s furnishings were a whole lot homelier, and its colour scheme wasn’t strictly beholden to a catalogue of cold greys. It was dissimilar in every way that Mina could have wished for. If only the tremble to her hand would cop on and realise that.

‘Ciara rang me tonight,’ she said, dabbing the spillage away with her fingers. ‘She was asking after you. I told her the seagulls were picking on us again.’

This was Mina’s self-contained fortress – a safe place whose warmth and lamplit glow spurred her mind to speak only in whispers. Its sea-facing windows were poky as two portholes and latticed into grimy quarters. A thin scab of salt had grown over their glass, sealing her inside like a wound and muddying any reflections that may have otherwise caught the corner of her eye as she now examined the old loaf of bread shoved in beside the toaster. The gulls had eaten more than she had, swooping down like ungrateful children whenever she shuffled outside in somebody else’s slippers. It was a shame to see it go to waste, especially as June had been so kind as to bake it for her. But Mina’s appetite eluded her even on those days when she was sober. The simplest effort – eating included – was exhausting.

‘Ciara told me that she’s going to check out the message boards,’ she said, firm in the belief that the bird understood her, ‘but, between you and me, she hasn’t a notion.’

Her bed was a short climb up a spiral staircase that shook after one too many mugs. She slept like a bird, up high and out of harm’s reach, with the duvet folded around her like broken wings. Mina’s nightmares had a cruel habit of returning to the coop, where that reflection of her past self was always sure to make an appearance. She’d snap awake in a pool of sweat, gripping her pillow like a life buoy and lie there, adrift in the darkest waters of her subconscious where the past circled her like a sea full of sharks. Time hadn’t dulled their teeth in the slightest.

‘Another sunset down, my man,’ Mina said, slumping on the couch and hefting her feet onto the coffee table where the yellow one’s cage had found its home. ‘I think we’re getting better at these. Soon enough we’ll be going for walks in the woods again.’

It wasn’t in the bird’s nature to doubt her. But even he must have known when the whiskey was coaxing nonsense from her lips. Mina’s gaze came to rest on the gable wall facing her – that chaotic reflection of her mind. Or, to the unknowing observer, a pastiche of pencilled portraits and printed articles dating back decades. It was here that she pinned her sketches of those who called this forgotten edge of Ireland their home. Mina had lost so much of who she’d once been, but no amount of mental torture could break the artist inside her. Facial features were memorised down to the tiniest detail, drawn and redrawn until they sometimes cameoed in her dreams. Mannerisms, too, were jotted down as though she were a zoologist studying a new strain of species, noting any subtle inflection that an imposter wouldn’t know to imitate.

There was the thin, crooked creature who squatted on his wall like a lizard whenever the sun peeped between the clouds. He wore the same woollen jumper day in, day out as if it’d been knitted through his skin. Eyebags drooped onto his cheeks like potato sacks, reaching nearly as low as his nostrils. The man’s chin was sharp as a crescent moon and there was a wonderfully mischievous glint to his goblin eyes. He belonged in some grotesque fantasy movie, grinning over a low hill of gold. She’d yet to see him without a cap sitting tidy on his crown, flattening down the white candyfloss tufts that sprouted on either side. The streak of a scar curved around his left cheek; noticeable only when the sunlight caressed it like a salve. That was important. Details like that could easily be overlooked.

With the mug wedged between her thighs, Mina reached over for the laptop. It wasn’t password-protected, thankfully. But an image of June’s daughter, Caroline, was a daily reminder that nothing she touched was actually hers. Mina was the stray that had come meowing at the woman’s door while her own cat was off a-wandering. As an added boon, they were similar enough in age and looks that if anyone saw Mina moping around the beach like some melancholy castaway, they’d have naturally assumed she was Caroline.

Same perky cheekbones. Identical nose – small as it was straight. Caroline’s teeth were definitely a shade or two whiter, given Mina’s lengthy sojourn sans toothbrush, but the woman had the same symmetrically sound face that she’d once found so uninspiring. Somehow, June’s daughter seemed to wear it better. And her smile was more than just a shape – that toothy simper that children parrot whenever they pose in front of a camera – it was the real deal, shining almost as brightly as Ciara’s used to. Suffice to say, at that exact second in time, when the camera flashed, Caroline was happy. Given how fucking miserable Mina felt, it was safe to assume that the similarities between them didn’t stretch beyond their looks.

‘Let’s see what the crazies are saying today.’ The laptop was peeled open. ‘And yes, I know,’ she added, glancing over to the yellow one, ‘we’re the craziest pair of the lot. But at least we’ve got good reason to be like this.’

The internet was Mina’s sole link to the world. She lost countless hours scrolling through its forums and threads, diving head first into the deep end of the strangest discussions, trawling for some mention of the horrors that had held her captive.

True crime seemed to be the latest fad. What had once been a harrowing snippet on the six o’clock news was now its own genre – a popular one at that. Tragedies best forgotten were exhumed and sold as easy-listening content. Wannabe sleuths cast a lurid light over past atrocities, regaling the world with the minutest, goriest details; some playing it respectfully straight, others leeching a sick humour from it; all of them cold as the killers they commemorated.

It was through one such thread that Mina happened on a particularly horrific case dating back to 1895 – the only instance to her knowledge when the watchers occupied some place in the public interest, albeit as superstitious folly and not the genuine nightmare fuel that followed her up those creaky stairs at the end of every day. Even after so many years, Bridget Cleary’s murder and trial remained synonymous with Ireland’s changeling mythos.

Long buried six feet under the Tipperary earth, she’d been a dressmaker who had earned some extra coin selling eggs from her coop. One such delivery of hers happened to cross a well-known fairy fort that the locals – her husband Michael included – knew to avoid for reasons, as they’d learned at a young age not to invite the mischievous choler of the fairy folk into their lives. This fort, so to speak, wasn’t even a woodland, as Mina discovered, but a circular rise of land that had held its shape since medieval times. Regardless, the old stories kept it sacred without preserving any explanation as to why. And when Bridget fell ill, her husband suspected that more sinister forces were at play and that his wife’s days of trespassing where she shouldn’t had finally caught up with her.

Records cited a nervous excitement; cause enough for Mina to roll her eyes. By ye olde psychiatric standards, any poor woman with a spark behind her eyes was treated like a ticking time bomb. A doctor came to prescribe his medicines. A priest stood over Bridget’s bed and read from his book: whatever revision of a revised edition the church was flogging at that point in time. But unfortunately, neither science nor religion could save the woman from what was coming.

When her ailments persisted, Michael turned to other, more delusory remedies. Bridget was force-fed sickening cocktails of milk and herbs, drenched daily in her own urine, and she even had her face held to within inches of the burning hearth. Fire, or so her husband fantasised, could coerce a changeling into revealing itself. Mina was quick to call bullshit on that little make-belief. Whenever Madeline had stoked a fire to life in the woodland, the watchers had no qualms in stamping it out and dragging its burnt bits across the living room floor.

It was a tragic testament to mob mentality that no friend or family member intervened. And the horror of the Cleary household escalated quickly. Terrorised, tortured, and weakened from illness, Bridget was pinned to the ground and asked three times to confirm that she was in fact the Bridget Cleary – a fundamentally broken action, no more convincing than a lunatic declaring their own sanity in a room of white coats. The woman could do little else but plead for mercy, sadly all too aware of the deaf ears that had already aligned with her husband’s philosophy. When the third answer failed to escape her lips, Michael did the unspeakable, certain in his faith that it was the only way to have the real Bridget returned to him. He doused his wife in lamp oil and burned her to death on the floor of their kitchen.

Madness and simplicity were blamed as the roots of the man’s actions. And yet, the jury presiding over the trial still examined Bridget’s remains to confirm that she wasn’t the imposter that her husband had so adamantly alluded to. This formality proved, if anything, that there were those who still needed convincing.

Throughout his fifteen-year incarceration, Michael Cleary maintained that what he had watched blacken on the floor of his home was not his wife, but something else. Apparently he would speak often about Bridget’s beauty and, in particular, her smile and how in those final days of her life it had been decidedly absent. The changelings, Michael believed, struggled to mimic our emotions. Like any muscle, the face’s nuances could be flexed and mastered over time. But fresh in the guise of his beloved wife, smiling was an impossibility. It was that expression – that distorted and monstrous attempt to smile as only Bridget could – that drove the man to turn against her, and ultimately burn her alive.

Few in the online forum had scratched beneath the sensational surface of it all, and none had conducted any research of their own to enhance its history. Mina, as per usual, remained a silent spectator, careful to never touch a single, sticky strand on the world wide web. But the truth had turned septic inside her. She’d kept the woodland a secret to prevent others from seeking it out. Disbelief, curiosity, idiocy – there were a myriad reasons that could invite a massacre. But the guilt of doing nothing proved a far heavier burden on Mina’s conscience. In the months since their escape, how many cars had broken down at its treeline? What if there’d been parents and children? With miles of deadland behind them, would they have walked in as she had done?

‘What do you think?’ she asked the bird, her lips pouting in thoughtful indecision. ‘Should we tell them the truth?’

Even with her inhibitions dulled by the dwindling contents of her mug, Mina knew that nobody would believe her. Desperation had grabbed one hand, her loneliness the other, and together they sought to drag her away from everything Madeline had taught her.

You survive if you are strict and abide by the rules.

And not speaking about the watchers was rule number one.

‘There’s more to life than surviving,’ she whispered, looking to the yellow one for some reassurance. ‘What am I supposed to do? Does she expect me to hide away in this fucking cottage until Caroline comes back? And then what? Do I just walk out into the ocean and dis—’

A knock on the door stole the word from her lips.

Mina shrank into the couch. Fingers slid under the cushion, touching the knife she’d stashed there; hand-picked from the cutlery drawer not for its sharpness but for its size. The act of stabbing it into another’s flesh was inconceivable, so she needed some deterrent that she could wave around like a sword.

‘Mina,’ came June’s voice.

The knife was poked back where it belonged, sheathed between the couch’s seat and a cushion.

‘Yeah,’ Mina called out, placing the open laptop back on the coffee table. ‘One sec, June.’

She staggered stiff-legged from the couch, appreciating once again how little it took to get her drunk these days. Cheapest date on the west coast, if only someone would take a shine to her.

June’s persistence in keeping her fed meant that she could be expected any night, at any hour, heedless as to how the slightest tap on that door knocked Mina’s courage down like a gunshot. Nevertheless, it didn’t open unless she was sure of who stood on the other side of it. There were some rules that no feed of whiskey could trick her into breaking.

‘June,’ she said, pinching the key, ‘do you remember the phrase I told you, so I know it’s you?’

Amazingly, the woman had yet to pry into Mina’s past and whatever reasons she had for being so cautious.

‘Yes, I remember,’ June replied. ‘Stay in the light.’

These were the first words that popped into Mina’s head when she’d pioneered her password system. She still saw the writing above the fireplace, clear as the first morning she’d shambled out of the coop, back when she thought herself the sane odd-one-out in a forest full of crazies. The reality, as it turned out, was much worse than that.

It took the strength of both hands to wrench the door open. ‘Hey,’ Mina gasped, catching her balance as she nearly fell out of Caroline’s slippers.

Unsurprisingly, June was cradling a ceramic dish covered with a sheet of foil. Her salt and pepper hair was stuffed under a red woollen hat that swamped her face like a helmet. Mina guessed that she played with colour to brighten her appearance, as her skin was pale as stone; she was probably too busy caring for others to steal a moment in the sunshine for herself. The woman’s heart was the rarest kind of treasure.

‘I’m not disturbing you, am I?’ she asked, so apologetically that Mina wanted to seize her in a hug.

If June had smelled the whiskey on her breath, then she was thoughtful enough to play her supporting role to Mina’s attempt at acting sober.

The woman’s eyes sparkled in the half-light of the doorframe. ‘I was making a lasagne and I said to Peadar that it’d be as easy for me to make two seeing as all the work is already done, and he agreed with me.’

Here she held out the dish for Mina to adopt. Her mum used to do the same – forcing dinners into her hand whenever she missed one too many meals and her hips popped out above her jeans.

‘You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble,’ Mina replied as she turned towards the kitchenette in the corner, already suffering the inevitable guilt for wasting another dinner that the woman had made for her. June followed her inside with the shortest steps, her shoes scratching over the stray sand that Mina now wished she’d brushed outside. But the woman passed no comment and instead did exactly as expected and made a beeline towards the bird.

‘Oh, would you look,’ she said, shaking her head as though the yellow one was a work of art. ‘Isn’t he so handsome?’

Mina lowered the dish onto the counter, careful to slide it a safe distance from the edge. Sober Mina was obviously whispering instructions in drunken Mina’s ear.

‘He’s definitely the handsomest little conure I’ve ever seen,’ she called back.

‘You must bring him up to the house for dinner tomorrow night?’

Mina laughed. ‘Do you have a few parrot recipes stashed away somewhere?’

June tittered at the thought. ‘Oh, I’m sure I could rustle up something for him. And how are you, dear? Are you okay?’

The genuine concern in her voice aroused a rare smile.

‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ she replied.

‘Is there anything you need?’

Mina offered the lasagne a short nod. ‘I think that’ll keep me fed for a few days, thanks.’

‘You know that if there’s anything at all, you can come to me and Peadar, don’t you?’ June reminded her as she cast a fond parting glance at the bird. ‘I’ll leave you alone so. I don’t mean to disturb you all the time, like I do, but there’s the best of mince in that lasagne and it’s as easy to make two.’

Mina tagged behind her as she stepped over the low ridge of sand that ran along the threshold. The woman was content to be kind without understanding how precious that kindness was to one so lost.

‘Have you anyone up in the guest house?’ Mina asked as casually as possible.

If an unfamiliar face was staying atop the hill, she needed to know.

‘Almost, dear,’ she replied, giggling at her own response. ‘A woman came to the door and, as I said to Peadar, I thought we had a visitor. She even asked if we’d any vacancies, which I thought meant she was after somewhere to stay. But she wasn’t. She pottered off towards the village and I haven’t seen her since.’

‘Had she long pale hair?’ Mina asked, slurring her words out of excitement. ‘In her late forties or fifties? Tall and thin?’

‘No, dear, she was certainly tall, but she was much younger than that. And her hair was as short as your own, but not as pretty,’ she added with a wink. ‘Are you expecting a visitor?’

‘I don’t know,’ Mina replied with a shake of her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, goodnight,’ June whispered, before closing the door behind her. ‘Let me know how you enjoy the lasagne and I can always make you another. Like I said, it’s the best of mince.’

Mina imagined the woman’s path around the cottage and up the grassy slope that led to their guest house. To think she’d carried that full dish all the way down – in the cold, in the dark – just for her. Mina looked over to the kitchenette, determined to devour it in the coming days.

It couldn’t have been Madeline who’d called to the guest house earlier. As gifted a shapeshifter as she may have been, she was never young. Those eyes of hers were too old and cheerless to peep out of a youthful face.

Mina knelt on the armrest before collapsing backwards across the length of the couch. And there she lay, staring at the ceiling, waiting for the room to stop spinning. Slippers were kicked off. Two thuds, one after the other. And then she listened to the pattering of the bird’s tiny feet on their beam.

‘I think June fancies you,’ she said, her skull anchored into one of the pillows she’d brought from upstairs. ‘Can’t say that I’m surprised though. All the ladies love the yellow one, don’t they?’

Mina’s head turned, first to the parrot who seemed to be delighting in his compliment, and then to the laptop. Drunken eyes squinted as she tried to decipher its screen at a sideways angle. Another anonymous contributor had shared a link while she’d been entertaining June. One word in its headline strained into focus. But she must have been seeing things… Mina groaned as she quickly repositioned herself with both bare feet on the floor.

KILMARTIN’S TEAM MAKE ASTONISHING DISCOVERY

She sat back, staring at the laptop screen like a rectangular rift in her reality.

‘No fucking way.’
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SEAN

Three years had passed since his father’s disappearance. It was reasonable to assume that the man was dead, survived by his only offspring and a lifetime’s worth of loose threads, golden as they may have been. Sean still presided over his feelings on the matter. There were days when he missed the old man dearly, pining for that same love and fellowship that had been two of his life’s great constants. And then there were those moments when the bitter taste of his father’s betrayal would taint even the freshest air, leaving him lost and weak and fumbling with those same threads as though they still held some answer to that one enduring question.

Why didn’t he take me with him?

It all began with the bedtime stories. The manner in which his father recited those old tales of myth and legend was to have profound repercussions on the course of his son’s future, always from memory and enriched with such vivid detail that Sean fancied the old man had witnessed the magic with his own eyes. It was storytelling at its most intimate, and still counted as some of his fondest memories of that time, even if the jury was still out on the one who sired them. As the years went by, these lamplit narrations took on a life of their own. Sean’s curiosity conceived a thousand questions whose answers effected a thousand more, and often he and his father would talk long past the hour when they both knew he should have been sleeping.

He often wondered how different his life may have been had his mother taken sole charge of his bedtime readings. As it transpired, any agency he may have wielded as an adult was forfeited when he was just a child, for hidden amidst his father’s words was the taint of the man’s own obsessions.

Sean believed the stories then – tucked into bed without a known worry in the world – and he still believed them now, here, on the west coast, two hundred metres above sea level, where the spring gale whistled through shadowy grikes and rattled the shelter’s walls no matter how they weighted it down. Long as a bus and twice as wide, its PVC was thicker than whale skin. It had been erected where the clints ran smoothest, acting as both their base of operations and a storage house for the more valuable equipment on loan for the excavation. And for Sean Kilmartin, it felt like home.

‘How much farther do we have left to go?’ he asked, gripping the back of Aisling’s chair, leaning over her shoulder to study the screen more closely; even when speaking by her ear, he had to raise his voice to be heard over the drilling.

They’d scanned the entire area as best they could, but the unevenness of the surface and the countless cavities and fissures hidden beneath it made the results a chore to decipher. Each colour that blotted the onscreen map signified a different depth, and the more Ash calibrated the software, the more imaginative its collage grew. He knew better than to voice his concerns, but Sean was genuinely doubting if she understood how to use it. This was a new toy for her, and the woman’s expertise lay in the realm of relics and hardware mostly cut from stone.

‘We’re close,’ she replied, tapping at the keyboard. ‘A few more metres should do it.’

‘How can you be sure?’

Another gust of wind bulged around the centre of the tent’s westerly wall.

‘Here,’ she said, pointing to the screen. ‘This whole section is directly below where we’re drilling.’

‘And what am I looking at?’ Sean asked, every pointless answer pinching down harder on his patience. ‘All I’m seeing are colours, Ash.’

‘It’s a cavern, by the looks of it,’ she replied. ‘Much bigger than anything else we’ve picked up in this section so far. I can’t tell you much more until we send a drone down. But it’s safe to say that our passage definitely leads somewhere.’

Sean planted a hand on his chief archaeologist’s shoulder. ‘That’s all I needed to know. We’ll work through the night if we have to. Time is money, Ash, and you’re not the one paying for all this.’

The excavation’s final cost was beyond estimation. There were too many unknowns and too few viable theories to foresee any complications that lay ahead. The only option was to delve deeper, to break archaeological protocol and prioritise haste over precision, proving once again – as human history tends to do – how even the most civilised endeavour can benefit from a little violence.

‘But don’t worry about the crippling debt,’ Sean added as he drifted away from the desk. ‘This dig’s on me. You can fork out the cash for the next one.’

He knew the lore as well as his father had, having turned it around in his thoughts a thousand times, examining it from all angles. He’d studied the man’s papers and tracked his explorations through the darkest fog of Ireland’s past, drawing whatever light he could from his own findings, and yet not once had their collective research led them here. Whatever lay beneath the Burren had eluded even the great Professor David Kilmartin, and that was cause enough to give the excavation the go-ahead.

Sean eyed up the stacks of crates and containers at the far end of the tent. ‘We’ve brought up everything we need, haven’t we? You know, for when we eventually get down there.’

He didn’t know what was in half of them. Ian – their techie and all-round handyman – had taken care of the excavation’s inventory, checking off the extensive list that Sean’s pocket had paid for. He’d resisted the urge to question it. The lore was his sole speciality, and so he’d no choice but to concede to the better judgement of others.

‘I should hope so,’ she replied. ‘Cameras, lights, harnesses, and all those delicate tools of my craft that you should be using instead of a fucking drill.’

Despite the tone of Ash’s voice, Sean glanced back to catch her grinning. Such an undertaking would have been impossible without modern tools, and she knew that better than anyone. The shaft itself was so tightly packed and with such intricate care that the drill – crass as it may have been – was essential to their efforts. Its iron frame had been bolted into the surface despite the reams of red tape preventing all but the faintest of archaeological interference; an impromptu meteor strike couldn’t shift it. Sean just hoped that whatever they were digging towards, they’d find it before some government official with a soft spot for his nation’s heritage dragged him away in chains.

The drilling suddenly ceased. He’d forgotten what silence felt like, as even the shyest sound now demonstrated some personality – the gruff scratch of his heels on the makeshift floor, the flighty swish of his jacket when he uncrossed his arms, the studious clicking of keys on Ash’s laptop; all those thankless noises that the drill had chased into hiding. Sean had popped so many ibuprofen that everything his tongue touched now tasted metallic, bottled water included. He’d never experienced headaches like these before; they bored so deep between his eyeballs that his brain still ached even when the drill was dormant. But everyone was suffering the same, and so none complained.

Ash’s walkie-talkie crackled aloud. ‘The television crowd are here,’ came Ian’s voice. ‘A reporter, a camera guy, and some other lad who looks a little lost as to what he’s supposed to be doing.’

‘Roger that,’ she replied. ‘Oh, and Ian, best to hold off on the drilling until they’re gone.’

‘Weren’t they supposed to be here before dark?’ Sean asked her, dragging his feet back to the desk. ‘What’s the point of bringing them to the top of the Burren if they can’t see the view? I told them as much when I spoke to them.’

For such a natural formation, Sean was stricken by how alien it felt come nightfall, when its rocky bones glowed white under the stars. Cables ran over the stone like fat veins, linking the floodlights to the main generator. These lined the site’s perimeter and were the brightest that money could buy; so white that he’d joked he could pour out a drum of oil and it’d flood the surrounding stone like milk.

Ash brought the radio to her lips. ‘Ian, did the reporter say why they’re so late?’

She locked eyes with Sean as they awaited some response.

‘Apparently they’d some trouble finding our ground base,’ he replied, his words fizzling with distortion. ‘They’re Dubs, God love them. Their GPS probably doesn’t work beyond the Pale.’

Ash giggled. ‘Cheers, Ian. Tell them we’ll be out in five.’

The lilt of her laughter was music to Sean’s ears. She was a slender woman of thirty-odd years with a face as sharp as her focus; the bone structure of which was forever catching the light in ways that artists only dreamt of. The woman’s eyes were the palest blue he’d ever seen, oceans under ice, and her blonde ponytail whipped around like golden wheat whenever the wind blew. Aside from archaeology, she moonlighted as a part-time folklorist and had been an avid fan of his father’s research since her university days. At least Sean had good genes on his side if wooing her ever became an option… and who knew what the future held for them once the dig was over. This find had the potential not to merely change how the academics viewed Ireland’s past, but also to shape how Sean viewed his own future.

‘Trouble finding our ground base?’ he repeated, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘There couldn’t be any more lights down there. I swear an astronaut could see it from space.’

Ground base was at the foot of the western slope, where jagged terraces of rock rolled down toward the wild Atlantic and Sean’s team slept in mobile trailers and occasionally ate breakfast together. It was there that the generator grumbled twenty-four hours a day, like a beating heart keeping the operation alive. The ascent to the site was slow and steep, and there was only so much gear they could establish there without upsetting those who’d rather the Burren remain untouched, unchanged, and ultimately undiscovered.

The walkie-talkie disturbed the peace again. ‘They’re asking if they can do it inside your tent,’ Ian said. ‘They’re complaining about the wind out here.’

‘Do what?’ Sean replied, looking to Ash. ‘The interview?’

She pressed in her radio’s button and bit down on her lip. ‘I don’t think that’s going to work, Ian.’

‘Fair enough,’ he replied. ‘I’ll let them know but they aren’t going to like it.’

Ash swivelled in her chair to face Sean. ‘Don’t blame me if they ask you a few sticky questions out there. The preservationists are already up in arms because of your drill and these news reporters lose their shit if they’re caught on camera with a single hair out of place.’

‘I’ll just blame you,’ Sean said, to which she frowned. ‘It was you who discovered it.’

‘Don’t you dare tell them that. If we’re going to pull this off, then we need your name to convince them that what we’re doing might actually be worth it.’

‘You need my father’s name.’

‘It’s as much yours as it was his, Sean,’ she said, ‘and after this, when we find out what’s down there, it’ll be you who they remember.’

*

Professor David Kilmartin had been a luminary in his field, an academic whose zeal for knowledge surpassed peers both past and present, and most likely any future kindred minds to come. And yet, convincing the other, more orthodox scholars had proven an exercise in futility. The act of marrying what they knew with what they refused to accept was like attempting to mate two incompatible species, vicious ones at that. Much to the old man’s dismay, rather than laying bare their bullheadedness, it was his own reputation that was left irreparably wounded. Even the bravest voice could be silenced if no one was brave enough to listen.

Sean had learned from his father’s legacy that there was but one way to continue their research without undue interference, and that was to do so in secrecy. And so, until this night, few were acquainted with his existence, never mind the discoveries he’d made in his family’s very particular sphere of academia. But that was about to change.

‘I’m here atop the Burren in County Clare,’ the reporter began, standing at Sean’s side as she spoke directly to the camera, ‘one of Ireland’s most breathtaking natural landscapes.’

This was why he’d wanted to conduct their interview in daylight – to capture the evening sun streaming across the ocean and glinting like windswept sand on the petals of all those wildflowers seen by so few. If an artist’s brush had created such a place, most eyes would doubt it to be real – a world of sky and stone. But now, bathed in a blanket of white light, it more resembled a frozen planet, hinting at the kind of discovery that science-fiction writers would warn humankind against ever disturbing.

‘Three hundred and sixty square kilometres of natural limestone,’ she continued her introduction, ‘home to untold secrets and the fossilised mementos of our ancient past. And now, the site of a truly remarkable archaeological excavation organised by this man, Sean Kilmartin.’

He’d stared down at his shoes as he leant in to listen, but the reporter’s first question was coming and so he lifted his head, realising in that moment that everyone with a reason for being there had huddled around to spectate – a floodlit flock of sheep all gathered around their shepherd. He picked out Ash at the front, closing the belt of her coat, tightening her body into an hourglass.

‘Sean,’ the reporter said, snapping his attention back to the job at hand, ‘what can you tell us about all that’s happening here?’

He wasn’t sure where to look – at the camera lens, at the woman beside him? – and all those watchful eyes made him uneasy. He wasn’t like his father in that sense, the natural born lecturer; Sean couldn’t stand facing a crowd and their silent expectations. He’d never given an interview before that night. But no doubt those who had known his father – be it as a past friend or foe in the contentious arena of academia – would mark the familial similarities between them.

Already at the tail end of his twenties, Sean’s hairline had receded to the crest of his skull, eloping with any affections of vanity. He’d grown out a beard to compensate, and only now did he wish he’d tidied it up before appearing on camera. Its black hair concealed a knobbly nub of a chin identical to his father’s – an heirloom as unsolicited as the male pattern baldness but one he’d learned to live with. His mother’s side of the family held all the attractive genes. It was a shame that all he inherited from her were her blue eyes and skinniness, but he’d happily take these over nothing at all.

‘Well,’ he began, clearing his throat, calling to mind the lines he’d rehearsed throughout the day, ‘as you know, the Burren is a site of great historical and archaeological significance. The first farmers were believed to have settled here some six thousand years ago, and it boasts an array of megalithic tombs and forts which, I guarantee you, will be around long after we’re all dead and gone. You could say it’s a place where the past, the present, and the future collude to inspire us. For example, running under its stone there exists a system of caves that have yet to be explored in their entirety, caverns whose shadows have never been stirred by the light of man. Naturally formed or otherwise, there is mystery here, and questions that have patiently waited until now to be answered.’

It was Ash who’d thought to comb the Burren for curiosities. She’d brought a small team, mostly students on loan from the university – free and willing, if perhaps not the most useful. Extra credits for a cold hike. Despite Sean’s low expectations for their expedition, the lack of any findings would, at the very least, have removed it as a point of interest for further research. How wrong he had been.

‘And what we’ve identified beneath our very feet,’ he continued, ‘could possibly date back even further than all of our recorded finds thus far. It truly is an astonishing discovery, and one that I’m exceptionally proud to be a part of.’

A sudden rush of wind lifted the reporter’s hair high above her head, and Sean couldn’t help but chuckle as she hastily patted it back down.

‘And what exactly have you discovered?’ she asked, the frustration hardening her tone.

His eyes tarried on Ash’s before he answered.

‘I’ve discovered a vertical shaft, perfectly persevered, that connects the surface to a hidden cavern beneath us. And I can say with absolute certainty that human hands – not those of Mother Nature – are responsible for its creation.’

‘How can you be so certain that this shaft, as you call it, was man-made?’ the reporter asked, an obvious question that Sean had anticipated.

‘The interior of its throat has been reinforced with a thin casing of granite – an igneous rock not native to the area. Its purpose, I assume, was to hold the shape intact and to prevent the passage from crumbling inward from erosion.’

‘And this, as you said, is a unique find?’ the reporter asked.

‘Most certainly, it’s a one-of-a-kind in every way. And would you believe that the oddity of its construction isn’t even the strangest part of it. You see, I believe that whoever sealed it up didn’t want it to be found.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘The entire shaft was filled in with limestone,’ he replied, permitting himself the pleasure of smiling now that he’d found his groove. ‘A taxing and time-consuming labour unlike any I’ve encountered before. And near the surface, where it opens out – leaving a cavity approximately two metres in depth – more of the Burren’s indigenous stone was laid in place as a means to keep it hidden from any wandering eyes. Over the centuries, this eroded from the elements, leaving the pit that led me to making this discovery. As cruel as time can be, sometimes it does do us a kindness.’

He felt like a charlatan claiming it as his own. But maybe Ash was right. Sean had no credentials and no scroll to vouch for his expertise, but the Kilmartin name was still respected enough to make a difference.

‘How deep does this shaft go?’ the woman asked.

Sean glanced over at the drill, safely tucked out of the camera’s sight. ‘It’s too early to tell just yet but I should know more within the next twenty-four hours.’

He hoped to reach the cavern much sooner than that, but Sean didn’t want the camera crew hanging around after the interview. Once that drill started up again they might come to question his methods.

‘And what do you believe might be down there?’

The million-dollar question – the one he’d been waiting for.

‘Do you want the honest truth?’ Sean asked her, dramatising his solemnity, making the moment count. ‘I believe that what I’ve discovered is the last great vestige of our ancient history: proof that what we have treated for centuries as lore and fantasy is in fact more a part of our reality than we could possibly imagine. This is the missing link. This is what I’ve dedicated my life to finding, as did my father.’

‘Yes,’ the reporter said, visibly pleased that he’d segued into her last question. ‘You are, of course, the son of the late Professor David Kilmartin, a noted academic whose life’s work he dedicated to our nation’s rich cycle of history and myth. What do you think he would say if he were here to see you now?’

This question Sean had not anticipated.

He looked to Ash who simply shrugged her shoulders, comically flinching as if this were the sticky question that he’d brought upon himself. Sean was his father’s son in more ways than mere flesh and blood. Those same obsessions had led him to this moment. And had his mother been alive to see it, her heart would have surely broken.

‘I guess we’ll never know.’
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Sean, what can you tell us about all that’s happening here?

The room around her faded into a fog of irrelevancy, leaving only that interview. A flame could have curled through a fresh crack in the stove, sparking alight her wall of papered tinder, and she’d have been none the wiser. Moving, breathing, thinking – the most rudimentary of functions shut down like a full body blackout. She wasn’t even cognisant of their absence. And when all was said and done – when Sean Kilmartin had spoken his piece and smirked at the camera like a loner enjoying the limelight for the first time, all proud of himself and his fucking discovery – Mina had risen to her feet, beckoned elsewhere by some soundless bell in her subconscious. She didn’t know where she was going until she was stood staring blank-eyed at June’s lasagne and the best of mince. Her fingers closed around the bottle beside it.

…whoever sealed it up didn’t want it to be found.

Glass and ceramic chimed as more whiskey sploshed into her mug; a familiar motion, one of the few that her body could still perform on autopilot. Drinking was a terrible idea – Mina knew that, though she’d made no attempt to prevent what was happening – and her body rejected it the second her throat got wind of what was coming.

…more a part of our reality than we could possibly imagine.

She turned in a panic to the sink, retching up every drop until only bile and regret remained, leaving her to stare teary-eyed at the whiskey foam pooling around the plughole.

‘Fuck it,’ she gasped, holding on to the counter for support. ‘This can’t be happening.’

Mina had read every article she could find online about Professor David Kilmartin. There’d never been any mention of a son. Biographies praised his darling wife and past mentors, punctuating his life with the most pedestrian of landmarks: conferences and guest lectures where he’d been treated like some kind of fucking pseudo-rock star playing his back catalogue of fairy hits. Surely the birth of a child – and heir to the man’s legacy – merited some acknowledgement, but there hadn’t been so much as a footnote.

This is what I’ve dedicated my life to finding, as did my father.

Weak and dizzy, with her throat blistering from the whiskey’s burn, Mina lurched back to the couch where the yellow one was chirping away, guiding her towards him. He’d seen her in some bad states before, but this was different.

‘I’m okay,’ she whispered as she eased herself back down. ‘I just need a moment.’

She couldn’t live like this anymore – burying the past with her bare hands while some smarmy fuck was digging it up with a full team of archaeologists. But there’d been something so eerily comforting about borrowing another’s identity, if only for a while, and Caroline’s had come with so much. The seaside home. The doting parents. A comfy pair of slippers. If the watchers were combing the country in search of her, would they be able to see past her disguise? Once Mina’s hair had grown out, there’d be no telling them apart at a distance. But there was one glaring problem – that which made Mina scrub the skin from her hands whenever she thought about it.

It’s the woodland. It’s on you.

‘Thanks a lot, Madeline,’ she muttered, holding her head in her hands.

No shower was ever hot enough. Steaming water rosed her skin and fogged the cottage like a trapped cloud but it couldn’t wash the woodland away. The watchers’ excretions had flooded the soil and dripped like sap from the branches above. It was in the air they’d breathed. It glistened atop the spring water they had drunk; bottled and divvied out like the last of a lost vintage. She cringed at the memory of her bare feet sinking and sliding through the black earth. And the thorn that pierced her skin – a syringe spitting some ancient virus into her bloodstream. Mina saw stains where there were none. It was as though the soil had soaked inside her bones, inhabiting them like a parasite, expelling a scent that would lead the monsters to her door.

She looked to the laptop screen – to the son of David Kilmartin, with his wiry arms crossed like cheap shoelaces, utterly clueless as to what dwelled beneath Ireland’s innocent surface. He couldn’t have known how his father met his end if this was the harvest of his ambitions. Mina had scattered the breadcrumbs he’d left behind him – those tangible traces of the man’s ruin. But what if his son had had access to so much more? Could he be so blind as to follow the echo of the dead man’s footsteps?

‘The fucking Burren,’ she groaned as a wave of blood rushed behind her eyes. ‘How is that even possible?’

It was too close to home – only on the south side of Galway Bay. She used to gaze out at it from the top window of her old apartment, rising amidst the rooftops where the gulls perched like little alabaster gargoyles. Mina had been dragged there on a school tour once. She’d never forgotten the sheer terror on her teachers’ faces as they watched their fragile responsibilities clamber over its rocks, listening out for the shatter of tiny ankles on the wind.

After a flurry of clumsy stabs, she’d dialled Ciara, pressing the phone hard into her ear to keep it steady. The cottage felt a short keel away from capsizing. Those old doubts and fears were simmering inside her again, hottest around her cheeks. She needed to talk to someone – to vent the pressure before her eyeballs popped out against the gable wall; the thought alone of which made her squinch them shut.

‘Come on,’ she whispered, feet tapping frantically on the floor, ‘pick up.’

It rang, and then it rang some more. But no answer came.

‘She can’t still be eating her fucking vegetables,’ she growled, squeezing the phone so hard that she’d heard its plastic creak.

There was no one else. Calling her sister only carved out the chasm that stood gaping between them, and – from what Mina could remember – their last conversation hadn’t exactly ended on the friendliest of terms. She often wondered what Jennifer would make of her now, this new iteration of an already unpopular model. Her sister never cared for who she was before. She’d probably like her even less now.

‘No,’ Mina said, placing her phone back on the coffee table and meeting the watchful eyes of the yellow one, ‘she’ll only make it worse, won’t she?’

It’d been so long since she’d seen Jennifer in person. Whenever Mina recalled old family photographs – when someone mashed their bodies into a shape resembling two happy siblings – she was often surprised by how convincing it all seemed. The homely backdrop was her mum’s making. So, too, was the warmth, even if it dissipated after the camera flash, when they’d push each other away and storm out of the room, and that was before the incident.

‘She’ll never let me forget, will she?’ Mina said, hands fidgeting without her mug to busy them. ‘Hardly seems fair. It was as much her fault as it was mine.’

Their mum had been lucky to be alive, that’s what the doctor had told her, as though life and death were decided by a lottery. Who the fuck in their right mind says that to a child? In cases like hers it took a deft hand to pick through the details, to find those shiny little pieces of positivity. Mina’s mum was asleep but she wasn’t in a coma. She’d landed hard but hadn’t split her skull open. She was alive. And most importantly – the architect of all these minor miracles – she had been lucky.

Even at that age, Mina had to respect the doctor’s optimism. Though she couldn’t help but wonder: if not being dead was the silver lining, how dark must the clouds have been?

She’d recognised the lily-white skin of her arms. It’s strange what the eyes see first. Those familiar hands. Same nail polish. Same Claddagh ring. New cuts and bruises. The doctor had swished the blue curtains closed behind them. It felt safe in the cube. The light was softer. It seemed somehow quieter; not that nurses’ shoes ever made a sound. Machines watched on, monitoring vitals without need for eyes, their sirens at the ready. Mina had hated hospitals ever since. The whispers, the languor, the sadness, the clocks. Everything looked off-white and unclean, and yet there was never a smell. Not really. Just the suspicion of one.

How many people had fallen asleep in that same bed, hooked up to those same screens? How many had never woken up?

The bruises had leaked like oil beneath her skin, leaving it marbled in a million murky shades of green and brown, darkest around her right eye. The swelling had totally reshaped that side of her face. When eventually she woke up – before she’d even realised where she was – the pain had filled her skull like a thunder.

Her mum’s glasses had the thickest frames. They were practically indestructible. And yet they were in bits. Mina didn’t think plastic like that could break. She recalled the sight of their dismembered parts on the trolley beside her. The paramedics must have picked them up. They never abandon broken things.

It was an accident; a quarrel between two sisters atop the stairs. Their mum had thundered up to break them apart – to snuff out that angry spark that forever burned between them. They were so evenly matched in size and strength that usually any such fights ended in a stalemate. But this one, so fate would have it, was different. Mina hadn’t realised she’d pushed her mum aside until she was falling, and it was too late by then to do anything about it. There was only the sound of her body crunching down the wooden stairs and then the awful silence that followed. Her mum hadn’t died that day, but a part of Mina had, and Jennifer had hated her ever since. The fact that she hadn’t caused the row was irrelevant, apparently. All that mattered was how she’d ended it.

‘Fuck it,’ Mina muttered as she jumped to her feet and padded back to the kitchenette. ‘There’s only one way we’re getting any sleep tonight.’

Jennifer’s hair was probably still blonde; any colour that wasn’t Mina’s. A safe cut stolen straight out of a magazine. As was to be expected, she’d weathered the years better than Mina had; eyes were brighter, lips smoother, and her posture rivalled a shopfront mannequin’s. Hardly surprising, without a vice to spice up her days, of course her skin was creamy as a child’s. It was like staring at a version of herself from a parallel universe – the culmination of good decisions and healthy living; the person she could have become if she’d been better. The good twin and its wicked counterpart. The one who got the job, the boyfriend, and the lacklustre life she’d always dreamt of. And the one who’d wound up living with a golden conure in a borrowed cottage.

All paths lead somewhere. Perhaps Mina should have interpreted her mum’s adage as a warning. She poured out a glass, tensing her jaw in anticipation of another surge of vomit. Her hand still gripped the bottle while she drained it dry, trembling and poised for another. The taste wrung a fresh round of tears from her eyes. Mina rested her back against the counter and looked across the room to the yellow one.

‘We’ve got to do something,’ she said to him, swallowing back her nausea as best she could. ‘We can’t let this Sean lad dig up whatever is down there.’

Nothing good ever came from beneath the earth, certainly not when a Kilmartin was involved. However many people he’d hired for his dig, none would survive if even a single watcher crawled up to greet them. If she could only get to him – make him listen to her. Try as he might to dismiss her warnings, Mina knew how to cut to the very heart of the man and make him bleed belief in what she had to say, for she was one of the few who’d witnessed his father’s final testament – she understood the consequences of seeking out enlightenment in that darkest of places. Surely no man would step into his father’s grave if he understood the horrors that made him lie in it.

‘I think it’s safe to say that Madeline isn’t coming for us,’ Mina said, looking to the locked door as she did whenever she thought of her. ‘It’s fine though. Don’t worry, we can do this without her.’
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She took every care to slice the bread unevenly; a knack that had come to John so naturally and yet one that demanded her full attention. His eggs were trickier to replicate. Neither of them had figured out how exactly he messed them up time and time again, and after a hundred heartbreaking attempts later, Ciara still didn’t know. Sitting alone at the kitchen table, she’d shifted the food around her plate, glancing up to where her husband used to sit, picturing a smile where there was none and imagining the familiar lilt of his voice in the silence of their empty home.

She felt horrible for having lied to Mina again. But her intentions weren’t to deceive, at least not for any personal gain except to enjoy John’s favourite meal without feeling guilty for it. Besides, the truth felt less relevant and less appealing with each passing day. Mina often remarked on how brave she’d become – how her roseate take on the world was a sign of strength – but it made Ciara feel like an imposter. She hardly recognised the woman framed in all those photographs on the mantel, posing in her husband’s arms. So soft and childish, effortlessly beaming in every shot, spending a lifetime of smiles in a few short years. Her skin had been silken white back then. Curls of red bounced atop her shoulders as though she couldn’t sit still from all the excitement of just being alive and lucky and in love. It was pathetic. She was pathetic – that greedy little girl who thought she could have it all.

Ciara’s parents had kept her cocooned in a bubble her entire life, shielding her from the world’s many thorns and supplying more love and money than she’d known what to do with. Then they’d passed her – pristine bubble and all – on to John. Madeline had been right when she’d cut Ciara down with that barbed tongue of hers. She’d been too fat, too stupid, and far too naïve for a woman of her age. And with her bubble popped, there was no way to hide from the truth anymore. The old life that she’d cherished was over, and the only happiness that remained was through pretending that it wasn’t, like a child pouring imaginary tea into an empty cup and whispering aloud to a roomful of teddy bears, their glassy eyes saddened by the very sight of her.

Ciara placed her cutlery down and considered the waste left behind. She’d managed a few mouthfuls this time. Her appetite desired very little these days and yet still, somehow, she gave it even less. Grief had infected every part of her like a sickness, and her stomach was no exception. Cooking the food was far more enjoyable than the act of eating it, especially during those sought-after moments when she’d almost convince herself that she was cooking for two – that her love was sat at the table behind her, drinking his coffee, and that nothing in that perfect scenario had been lost. She used to dab the sausages and rashers with clots of kitchen towel to soak up the fatty oil. John would always joke that she was drying up the flavour. A pool of grease had bled into her egg white like an ugly bruise for that very reason. Everything had to be prepared to his liking, otherwise what was the point of cooking at all?

The kitchen alone was home to so many beautiful moments, when the daylight had been brighter and the tiles hadn’t felt so cold. But Ciara’s memories of herself were strangely absent, as if the happiest role of her life had been edited out in post-production and lost on the cutting room floor. She couldn’t recall how she’d passed her time when she was alone or what words she’d spoken to John when they were together. He did most of the talking. She’d been content to listen, and it was only his voice that she remembered. He’d been so busy all the time, doing odd jobs around the house, and prying her out from between the cushions of the couch like a stubborn barnacle whenever he got itchy feet. But what did she do? Had she ever enjoyed a thought without John at its centre?

She scraped her leftovers into the bin, full to the brim and alive with mouldy meals of days gone by. The plate was added to the pile by the sink. She’d have to wash them eventually, but not yet. She moved like a ghost haunting her own home, acting out the reflections of a past life on repeat, oblivious to the present and any pressing issue other than her own heartache.

There had once been a clock hanging in the hallway, at the foot of the stairs; now banished to a box of junk in the utility room. John was the punctual sort, as one of them had to be. Often when she’d be running late, he could be found leaning his back into the front door, shaking his head, grinning at the lost time. She still imagined him standing there whenever she descended the stairs, waiting to take her away with him.

Ciara had no recollection of hearing the clock tick or tock before. And yet, without John’s voice to fill in the silence, every second was hammered into her heart. The sounds of the house had gotten bolder without him around to keep them in check. She’d removed its batteries, clawing out its vocal cords. But the sight of its frozen hands was no better. It was as though the clock’s sole purpose was to remind her that this hell would last forever.

She still fixated on that night in the coop, when Madeline had stood between her and the door, abandoning John to the dark after he’d returned to her. Mina and Daniel liked to pretend that they’d each done Ciara a favour – saving her from certain death and their own lives too, conveniently enough. But what if that was meant to be the end? If she’d died with John there and then, she’d have been pardoned all this pain.

Ciara was haunted by his screams. The man she’d loved had called out for her and she did no more than listen. But knowing what she did now about the watchers’ mimicry and savageness – and having seen how they swarmed around Daniel – could they have possessed the patience and cerebral cruelty to keep John alive just to torment her? What if the voice forever ringing through the caverns of her hollow heart was not her husband at all, but a hundred foul things impersonating him?

There was so much she didn’t understand and too many reasons to be angry. Had Madeline known that John’s attempt at escape was doomed from his first step? She alone was privy to each of her pets’ weaknesses and all of the watchers’ strengths. Then why did she let him leave? Why did she let everything that Ciara had loved walk out that door?

She couldn’t be trusted. She wasn’t even human.

Ciara’s last memory of Madeline was of those branchlike fingers tightening around her throat, pinning her against the wall. By the faintest candlelight this woman – who she’d once obeyed like she would some overbearing headmistress – had transformed into something else entirely. Bones cracked and reformed, baring the powers she’d always wielded and yet chose to keep secret. Ciara had been strangled to within an inch of her life, awakening bruised on the floor, only to then be told that Madeline was, to quote Mina, one of them.

She refused to accept it. Wherever Madeline was, Ciara didn’t care. All of this was her fault – the fact that John and Daniel were dead, the even sadder fact that she was still alive. Cracking her neck that night would have been to do her a favour.

By the sitting room door she stopped, unsure where she’d been walking. She looked back to where the clock used to be, utterly lost as to the time, aware only that night had fallen. There was never anything to do; no meaningful act to occupy that same cyclical purgatory of lonely self-pity. Dust had gathered across the floor and atop every flat piece of furniture, glinting like a thin silver carpet whenever the sun shone. The putrid smell from the kitchen had now spread to the hallway, tainting the air rancid. Ciara looked to where she and John used to sit; where she still did occasionally, on her side, leaving his free, flicking through the channels, picking out those programmes that he used to watch. If only she could remember which ones she liked. Not that it seemed to matter anymore. It had never been about watching television, it was always for the company – for the feel of him beside her.

A crack of white glowed between the closed curtains. Ciara eyed it in a daze, aware but unaffected. The outdoor security light had clicked on again. She’d noticed it the past few nights but had yet to catch what was responsible for triggering it, most likely a fox or a badger, or a stray cat seeking out a new home; this was the countryside after all. With nothing else to do, Ciara padded over to the window, the bones in her feet cracking in the stillness, disturbing the dust that stained her socks black. She peeled aside the curtain, just enough for an eye to peep through. A fat moth flitted around the bulb. But the gravel driveway leading to the gate hadn’t felt the press of the lightest step. This came as no surprise. Even Ciara’s parents visited her less and less. A faint frost was clouding the pane. But no night could ever be as cold – or as painful to inhabit – as this tomb that her beloved had built for her.

Ciara tried to remember him as he was before the woodland, before its cold shadows sank into his skin and drained the colour from his eyes. He’d changed so much in that time, when the nights passed so slowly and the days were all too short. His beard grew fat and wiry. Fingers shrank to bone, their nails black and broken. What little nourishment they could forage was never enough, fistfuls of filthy nuts and berries so tart they made her tummy ache. John always gave most of his ration to her. And she’d taken it each time. She had eaten more than anyone else while her husband starved. There were days when she wouldn’t even leave the coop; too scared, too tired, too useless to carry her own weight. Every morning, John would brace himself to face the cold and the damp, breaking his body and torturing his mind for her. It was always for her – for the wife who’d awaited his return, wrapped in their warmest blankets, counting the days until her husband made everything better.

He was the only one who ever could.
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Three short raps played on the door.

An eyelid peeled open – a strained fissure of sight with a mind too weary to grasp what it was looking at. This wasn’t Mina’s apartment nor – mercifully – was it the coop. The cottage resembled a faded photograph in the hazy light seeping through the windows below. She had no memory of going to bed. But she’d obviously climbed that rickety coil of stairs and somehow undressed herself. A cold veil had fallen over her face as she’d slept, chilling her cheeks and making the bed cosy as a womb. Whatever the hour, now certainly wasn’t the time to get up.

‘Are you alive in there?’ came Peadar’s voice, soft and fatherly.

She tugged the duvet up to her chin. Neither Mina nor the yellow one answered. The unspoken consensus being that if they kept their mouth and beak shut respectively, the man might leave them be. She couldn’t face another day yet, not until she remembered when the last one ended.

‘For the love of God,’ she whispered, ‘please fuck off.’

Another quick succession of knocks came as a response, louder this time. It wasn’t going to stop, like an alarm clock out of reach, indifferent to the basest sympathy.

Mina lifted up from the pillow and raked a hand through her hair. ‘Yeah, I’m up, Peadar,’ she shouted, each word ricocheting around the room like cannon fire. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

She dropped back onto the pillow with a dull thud; it was rigid as a sandbag. Hungover again. Eyeballs only burned like this after an ill-judged skinful the night before, the toxic residue left behind by her repeat bad decisions. She pursed them shut, puzzled by the last starry shards of whatever freak show her subconscious had conjured this time. Had she dreamt of her sister again? Or had she caught sight of herself in one of those million mirrors that paved the walls of her mind? The more she tried to remember, the faster the reflection seemed to fade, but that was probably for the best given her tender state of mind; Mina’s days were dark enough without brooding over her nightmares.

‘Okay,’ she mumbled, kicking the duvet down to the end of the bed. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

A pair of skinnies were dragged up her legs. They were Caroline’s but fit just fine. Red socks, also Caroline’s; handpicked from the chest of drawers that’d been so meticulously organised before she’d got her hands on it. The ankle boots were Mina’s. All of the shoes on offer were a size too big and a tad too sensible in their stylings to ever grace her feet, with the slippers being the obvious exception. The throbbing above her eyes intensified as she staggered over to the wardrobe of which she was now sole custodian. Caroline had a tragic weakness for pastels and floral dresses, but there were a few jumpers that favoured comfort over fashion, and it was the mustard-coloured one of these that Mina’s hand seemed to independently reach for. She wore her own denim jacket whenever the chance presented itself. It was one of the few remaining vestiges of the identity she’d lost somewhere between the city and the coast, and acted as some proof to Peadar and June that she wasn’t taking too many liberties with Caroline’s belongings.

Downstairs, holding on to the kitchenette’s counter for support, Mina flooded a glass with tap water and drank until she was left gasping. All the while the laptop was luring her groggy eyes over to the couch. What she wouldn’t have given to pan out on a soft pudding of blankets and scour the internet for some information on Kilmartin Junior’s excavation. The man was an enigma online, a ghost who’d done no more than haunt a single oily interview. There was no way to contact him or any of those he’d hired to dig their own graves. And whatever Mina had read in the wee hours before passing out obviously didn’t merit remembering.

‘Did I finish that bottle last night?’ she muttered to the yellow one as she scratched around her neck. ‘No, wait, don’t tell me. I think I know the answer to that.’

The sky was a sombre slate and black as rubbed charcoal where the clouds floated fat with rain over the ocean. Mina hung back a moment to adjust, letting the fresh air fill her nostrils and rise like an icy flood behind her eyes. Never had a dull day seemed so obnoxiously bright.

Peadar was stood at the edge of the embankment, facing the beach, and only turned when he heard her approach.

‘Did I wake you?’

Mina wiped some sleep from the corner of her eye. ‘What time is it?’

‘Not long after midday,’ he replied, unable to contain his smile as he considered the state of her.

Peadar had dark curly hair, greying like grass in a light frost. His face was unkempt – with a beard thick and wiry as a steel scouring pad – and the underbite made his chin the heaviest part of it. There was a wonderful warmth to his eyes that flashed amber whenever he leaned in his ear to listen. The man had that rare ability to make people feel special, even if they weren’t.

‘Are they friends of yours?’ he asked, nodding to where the sea met the sand and two women stood fronting the ocean and that saddest of skies.

Mina crept cautiously over to his side. This was unheard of. She’d never known anyone to intrude on her beach before. They’d walked down as far as the waves, their long hair trailing back in the wind. Neither were seen to move as Mina eyed them at a distance too great to discern much beyond their coats. Sisters, possibly, judging by the similarities in height and build. Whoever they were, they certainly weren’t Mina’s friends. She never did have many of those.

‘I haven’t seen them before,’ she said. ‘You don’t recognise them?’

‘Can’t say that I do. It’s hardly a day for the beach, but sure each to their own.’

Whenever Mina stepped outside in the daylight – especially after another of June’s loaves had gone stale – the gulls were always so quick to descend on her, cackling and cawing and filling the sky like an air raid. But now they were eerily absent, as though they’d all slept in like Mina would have liked to do, nestled in their seafront caves, wings folded against the cold, uninterested in a day denied the sun.

‘June tells me she’s making a dish for your parrot tonight,’ Peadar said, chuckling as he shook his head at the absurdity of it. ‘It’s all she could talk about this morning, so thanks for that.’

Mina had to will her eyes away from the two strangers whose presence alone made the breeze blow that little bit colder. ‘June’s making what?’ she asked, having missed most of what he’d said to her.

‘God knows,’ he replied. ‘But don’t worry, she’ll be serving human food as well, I should imagine.’

As lovely as Peadar and June were, the thought of sitting down for a meal with them was quickly draining what little strength was holding Mina up on her two feet. That whiskey bottle had really done a number on her. But she needed to talk to them, and dinner was as good a time as any to say goodbye.

‘You’re probably asking yourself why I’m here,’ he said, crossing his arms so tightly that she heard his wax jacket creak; sounds were sharpest when the hangover was at its flashpoint.

Mina’s face was beginning to numb in the cold. And without caffeine, any word picked from her cotton mouth ran a high risk of making no sense. So, she chose to simply nod her head.

‘I’ve to pop into the village,’ he explained. ‘Tom – I doubt you know him – his family own the pub. They’re all McGintys. Good sort. Local heads. Well, I need to have a word with him. And when we have a word, we have a drink. I thought it’d be good for you to get out of the house for a while. It won’t be long. Just a scoop or two. And looking at you now, Mina, if you don’t mind me saying, I reckon the hair of the dog would be the best thing for you.’

‘Is it that obvious?’ She grinned, enjoying the old lad’s company even more so in respect of his candour.

‘June might have mentioned to me last night that you were having a sup. She doesn’t drink, as you know. She’s no clue what that headache feels like.’ Here he nodded at her forehead. ‘But trust me, I do. So, come on,’ he said, beginning his trudge up the hill. ‘You’ll feel all the better for it. And sure, looking at that sky, there’s rain on the way, so we might as well settle ourselves down in the pub until it passes.’

Mina followed Peadar’s lead through the tall grasses. A few tufts had wizened to straw but there were sprinklings of colour here and there when her whiskey-glazed eyes lifted long enough to search for them. The wind had exploded dandelions and their ilk, scattering seeds to the air, inviting a few wildflowers to settle like wreaths on a coffin. She looked back to the beach where their two unexpected visitors were still standing, unchanged, as though the water’s swell held them hostage in a trance. Mina was glad for some excuse to be anywhere else until they’d gone.

‘And how have you been keeping these days?’ Peadar asked, turning his head a notch but keeping his course steady.

‘I’m all right,’ Mina lied. ‘Keeping it pretty quiet, you know.’

‘Well, I’m sure June has told you enough times already, but if there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate in asking us for it.’

‘Thanks, Peadar,’ she replied. ‘I think you’ve done more than enough for me already.’

The ground eventually levelled out and they were soon crunching across the gravel driveway toward Peadar’s jeep – a boxy relic with a thick membrane of mud skirting its tyres. The door creaked impossibly loud as she clambered into the passenger seat. Even the slowest movement shook the loose shrapnel around her skull. The upholstery was sprinkled with sand, and every crevice by her feet was chock-full of dirt. But Mina was sitting down. That’s all that mattered. And the soundlessness of the jeep came as a comfort, short-lived as it was.

Peadar turned the key in the ignition, eliciting a haggard, half-hearted cough from the bonnet. ‘That’s not good,’ Mina heard him whisper under his breath.

Another twist evoked an even sicklier croak, over and over, like loose phlegm caught in a throat, until eventually the jeep grumbled to life.

‘There we go,’ Peadar said, patting the dashboard. ‘Never doubted you, girl.’

Mina sank into her seat, sullenly – but secretly – dreading the hours ahead.

Peadar was thoughtful enough not to attempt anything resembling a conversation, leaving Mina to watch the ocean pass them by in peace. The only proof of life came as a scattering of gulls spiralling like windswept rags over the pier. Its concrete was cobwebbed in cracks, with weeds clawing up where the larger shards had fallen apart. Mina saw fishing nets and ropes of blue and green; some in neat coils, others tangled, all frayed and sodden under the misty rain sweeping in from the west.

The sea had vomited up its worst, coating the shoreline in its signature brown scum, and the air stank of rot because of it. Two fishing boats were tied up, bobbing like children’s toys in a bathtub. And there was a hunk of steel further down the coast, washed up and sunken in the sand. It’d probably been a working trawler – somebody’s pride and joy – back when able hands had a use for it; most likely crossed in their caskets by now.

No one cared for this place. And under that brooding sky, holding in rain like pus beneath a wound, the cold west coast of Ireland gave off the sad promise that no one ever would.

‘You haven’t been into the village much, have you?’ Peadar asked, taking care to soften each word, regardful of her silent, self-inflicted suffering.

‘No, not really,’ Mina replied, stifling a yawn. ‘I’m kind of keeping to myself these days.’

She hadn’t been in the village since the taxi discarded her on the day she arrived. And Mina had only explored the cottage’s immediate perimeter, ducking out of sight whenever a car passed, creeping around its crooked lanes with all the confidence of an escaped convict. There were clusters of homes close by whose residents Mina needed to sketch for her wall. The only way to know who to trust was to study them from afar and hope that their behaviour and appearance remained constant as the coast’s cool breeze.

The old man nodded his head. ‘It’s good to keep to yourself sometimes. And sure, you’re in the right place. There’s nothing but peace and quiet to be found here, Mina. No one seems to come around this part of the country anymore.’

If there’d been a question on his mind, he was content to let it live there without an answer to keep it company.

The village had all the charm of an abandoned outpost. It was as though the sands of time had blown in hard on a gale, burying its past and any soul who’d held a lantern to it. A church stood in its centre, probably the beating heart from which all else flowed once upon a time. To any seabird looking down, the village must have resembled a spider’s web with its priest sitting hungry in its centre, catching the wanton and the wicked and cocooning them in God’s good graces.

Some homes looked unlived in, their gardens bulging fat with briars. A glossy ivy had clawed up from the earth and knitted green quilts over their windows. Mina imagined mould breeding in every dank and dismal corner, those stubborn shadows that no light could cleanse. Drawn curtains kept the past imprisoned. Dust settled. Clocks stopped. And once forgotten, in this loneliest of places, there was only silence and darkness, and nothing else.

‘Here we are now,’ Peadar said, snapping Mina out of a particularly dysphoric bout of reverie. ‘It hasn’t exactly been bustling since the post office closed down, I’ll admit, but I’m sure we could do worse.’

This street was the main artery of the village by the looks of it. Narrow shopfronts were crammed in wall to wall; their balding rooftops pocketed with nests where slates had come loose in a storm. There wasn’t a single plant that wasn’t wild or unwanted, and the pavements were thin as planks.

‘Very nice,’ she said as he slowed the car beside a pub with McGinty above its door and not an ember of light burning behind its murky, sea-stained windows.

Peadar chuckled. ‘If this is what you’d call very nice, Mina, then you really need to get out more.’

Had her expectations for the pub been any lower, they’d have crawled in the door by her feet. But there was a giddy excitement behind the old man’s eyes that told Mina these trips down to the pub were a rare treat.

Following a few light slaps upon the door, a voice from within beckoned them to enter.

‘You’ll like Tom,’ Peadar whispered to Mina before drawing it open. ‘Old friend of mine, so you’ve no need to worry.’

She was accosted at once by the musk of sticky, beer-stained floors and cigarette ash – those wonderfully palpable vices that coloured the darkness like a thousand unseen fireworks. They elicited a serendipitous sense of belonging that caught Mina off-guard, like an encounter with a dear friend somewhere utterly unexpected. She had forgotten how much she’d missed it – the creak of stools, the moody brush of shadows on worn mahogany, the absence of time, and that playful indecision over whether to call it a night or call for another.

Tom was behind the bar, leaning cross-armed with a newspaper under his nose, so at home in that space that he was at one with the furniture; as intrinsic as the bricks and mortar holding the roof above his head. He must have been blessed at birth with nocturnal vision because the darkness was broken only by the dimmest lampshade on the shelves to his back, where Mina’s old friend – the whiskey bottle – must have surely been laughing at her. The air was woollen and warm with the charred taste of woodsmoke, imbued like incense into its every inch. There was no television. No music. Just the calm and constant crackling of logs on an open fire and the brush of wind against the pane.

To think that this had been on Mina’s doorstep the entire time. If ever there was a lure to draw her away from the safe comforts of the cottage, then a draught pint was certainly that. But rules were rules. It would just be Mina’s luck to stagger out of McGinty’s on a Friday night and find Madeline standing there, shaking her head of silver hair in disappointment.

Though two had entered, for a prolonged and awkward moment, Tom saw only Mina. Peadar clearly hadn’t told the man that he was bringing company.

‘How are you now?’ Tom said, raising his hand in a languid wave.

It was the blank page of greetings and she didn’t quite know how to interpret it.

‘This is Mina,’ Peadar explained. ‘She’s been staying with us down in Caroline’s place for a month or so. I thought she could do with a day out.’

‘Is that so?’ the barman said, frowning in a manner suggesting disbelief. ‘I can’t say I’ve seen you around. But then, there wouldn’t be a drink poured in this place if I wasn’t here to do it, so I don’t suppose I get out an awful lot myself these days.’

He somehow spoke without pronouncing any consonants, each word blending into one stream of sound. And yet, stranger still, he was understood. Tom was a slight man, thin and balding, with a noticeable twinkle to his eye that danced in the firelight no matter where he looked.

The pub was as dusty as it was dark and small enough to bustle with only a dozen or so beating hearts. Simplicity was key. Anybody with notions of a cocktail would have to settle for a no-nonsense gin and tonic or take their thirst elsewhere. Beer badges glowed across the countertop like coloured candles – crimson, green, and amber. Low tables at the front. Taller stools and upturned barrels at the back. And there were a few stumps clustered around the fireplace, where conversations melted to whispers and everyone huddled that little bit closer on cold nights.

Peadar shed his jacket on the stool and settled in like an owl on its perch.

‘You might pour us out two whiskeys there, Tom?’

‘Whiskey?’ Mina echoed, whispering the word like a forbidden curse.

Peadar chuckled as he planted his heavy arms on the counter. ‘Trust me, it’s the only cure. Isn’t that right?’ he said, looking to Tom for approval.

‘The only cure,’ he confirmed, reaching back for a bottle.

Mina pulled out a stool, surrendering with a short but brave little nod.

Watching Tom pour her out a measure was no different from watching a hangman tie his rope into a noose. The smell alone sometimes made her salivate: a nauseous precursor to that rising bubble in the back of her throat. She held her breath as she drew the glass to her lips, determined to tackle it with the smallest sips, expecting the worst but hoping for the best – anything but more vomit.

The first sup hit her like a shot of petrol to an engine running on fumes. Luckily it stayed down. She’d hardly even tasted it and instantly felt drunk again, as though her internal spirit level was suddenly off by the slightest degree. Alcoholism was effortless really, especially when the cure and the poison were one and the same.

‘First things first,’ Peadar said as he slipped a tight roll of notes from his pocket and passed it over the bar.

Tom’s tongue squirmed behind his lips as he counted them in front of him.

‘All there?’ Peadar asked with the subtlest smirk, clearly enjoying the barman’s habit of rolling out each note like a child winning at a game of Monopoly.

Tom nodded greedily as the cash was buried like treasure in his deepest pocket. ‘That’ll do nicely, Peadar.’

Mina knew better than to ask.

‘And what brings you to this part of the world?’ Tom asked her, pouring a drop for himself.

Peadar’s eyes lifted to him in a frown that was artfully ignored. He and June had been careful to tiptoe around Mina’s past like the thinnest of ice, but it was a barman’s prerogative to farm gossip when the opportunity arose.

‘I had to get out of the city for a while,’ she replied, wrapping both hands around her glass. ‘Some people aren’t who I thought they were.’

‘Isn’t that the sad truth of it,’ Tom agreed.

The rain came as Peadar had promised, dripping like sweat down both panes as the two men went about discussing names that Mina had never heard spoken before. The lad knew what he was at by twisting her arm into being there. Company without the pressure to contribute, like the old days when she’d flit across a bar without disrupting the dust.

Mina wasn’t necessarily precluded from the conversation, nor was she entirely mute as she struggled to lower the line of whiskey in her glass. They’d convened in a tidy triangle and the men looked to her as they’d spoken, inviting her with every parry of thought and opinion to join in.

‘Any word from Caroline these days?’ Tom asked.

‘She’s good,’ Peadar replied. ‘Enjoying the work. The same can’t be said for the backward seasons but sure she knew what she was flying into.’

‘Sounds awful to me,’ Mina put in, to which their heads turned to her in unison. ‘Christmas on the beach? Jesus, I can’t think of anything worse.’

Tom chuckled and gave his tumbler a gentle swirl. ‘I suppose it makes those songs about white Christmases a bit redundant, doesn’t it?’ He looked to Peadar. ‘But Caroline will be well back before then, won’t—’

The door to the pub swung open, nearly toppling Mina’s glass as she shirked back on her stool. So taut were her nerves in any given second that sudden surprises made them snap. A cold gust rushed inside like a wet dog who’d been waiting for its chance all morning, dragging a flurry of raindrops across the floor. Judging by the abrupt absence of Tom and Peadar’s smiles, their little get-together was a private one. A man stood on the threshold, a black silhouette framed in the grey, eyeing up the room and all those inside it. His height alone sprang the words leaner and longer into Mina’s whiskey-addled mind, raising those same alarms that told her she should already be running.

‘We’re closed,’ Tom said, straightening his shoulders as a show of standing.

His words were ignored as the man stepped out of the rain. The face didn’t count amongst Mina’s sketches, and she kept that catalogue within her mind’s reach at all times. Her artist’s eye had sharpened – not for creativity’s sake but for the nobler cause of survival – and she now drew it over the man with a microscopic lens, scanning for the tell-tale tokens that marked the monsters out from the men.

The most striking aspect in the dim light of the doorway was his pallor, and how it blanched bone-white atop his chin and cheekbones. Long sable hair was slicked back behind the man’s ears and his face was one shorn of softness. With such scant flesh to fill in between the bones, his thinness bordered on the skeletal. And yet despite this lucid air of sickliness, he stood as one of strength with no stoop to his broad shoulders.

To the undiscerning eye, the sum of his features was masculine at a glance. But Mina had learned to isolate the elements. The man’s bright blue eyes bore heavy, coarse lids that weighed them down into the narrowest slits. They appeared much older than the otherwise pristine paleness that stretched so smoothly around his skull. The nose was distinctly incongruous; short and narrow, and almost feminine in its form. Whilst his lips were dark and thin, and shared the same perfect symmetry that ran throughout. He was astoundingly ugly, yes, but it wouldn’t be like a watcher to seek out a pint, no matter its thirst. The man’s coat was sewn from dirty brown leather and reached down to a pair of boots socked in mud, as though he’d walked the length of the country to drink from Tom’s bottle.

He looked to each of them directly, tarrying his attention on Mina a second or so longer than the others. But then, given her society and surroundings, she was quite obviously the odd one out.

‘I said we’re closed,’ Tom repeated calmly, though his rigid stance betrayed his irritation. ‘I’m not pouring any drinks here until five o’clock.’

He considered the stranger as though the living, breathing embodiment of a complication now stood in his doorway. Peadar swivelled around on his stool to face him in a show of solidarity.

Their uninvited guest let his unblinking gaze linger on the barman. ‘Yes, I heard you.’

He spoke in an accent Mina couldn’t place, contrived and born of no particular county. She instinctively searched the room for some other way out, as any prey – having realised their tier in the grander scheme of things – has wont to do. There was no back door and no window large enough to climb through should it come to that. Stomping out the fire and scuttling up the narrow chimney wasn’t an option. All she had standing between her and this unknown entity were two old men who’d already polished off half a bottle between them.

‘I am terribly sorry to intrude on you all,’ the man said in a manner that was far from apologetic. ‘When I heard voices inside, I presumed you were open. This is a public house after all, is it not?’

With walls that thick and a door just as hefty, it was unlikely that he could have picked up on their presence in passing. The smoky air was becoming too hot to breathe. A nervous twitch attacked the corner of Mina’s eye, like an insect trapped beneath the skin, frantically trying to flap its way out, to escape the dead gaze of the one now guarding the only exit.

‘It’s no problem,’ Tom replied, cocking a fuzzy eyebrow, ‘but we are closed. What you heard was some private chatter amongst friends. I’m afraid it wasn’t an invitation to join us.’

The stranger responded with a smile, or rather an attempt at one. With his lips pursed into nonexistence, their corners limply lifted, though the strain was such that they were seen to quiver. The eyes remained, all the while, glazed and void of the slightest spark. This pained expression was held until Peadar’s patience could suffer it no longer.

‘Best you be on your way now,’ he said firmly, as an order. ‘Tom here will be opening at five o’clock. If you’re still around come then. Though perhaps you’d be as well to take yourself elsewhere.’

The man slowly nodded his understanding as his smile dissolved, like a quenched flame in a lightless room, leaving only darkness. A gloved hand was drawn to his cheek as if awaiting to catch a tear. There it lingered, pressed to the skin. Again, he looked to Mina, tilting his head ever so slightly, as though he could hear the hastening beat of her heart. The hand was lowered. There was something funereal about the silence and the slow, deliberate movements that filled it. All the while, the rain tapped the window like a thousand thoughtful fingers and the fire crackled on.

‘I’m just passing through,’ he said eventually. ‘You must forgive me for seeking out some companionship. Because, you see, I have travelled far to be here.’

His every motion and phrasing was endued with that same serpentine styling that could make the calmest ocean unsteady.

‘Such a quaint place,’ he added, almost as an afterthought, sharpening each consonant with that whetstone that was his voice. ‘Do many live here?’

‘Not many,’ Peadar replied sternly. ‘And there certainly isn’t much to stay around for, quaint as it is.’

Here the stranger cast his eyes around the darkness that draped thick as black velvet from every corner. ‘But there is something beautiful in its isolation. Believe it or not, it’s just what I’ve been looking for.’

There was a decadence to the man’s good humour that Mina knew better than to trust. He turned and stepped back outside, leaving a trail of muck where’d he stood, now mingled with the rainwater into a brown pool.

‘I’ll be seeing you later,’ he said before closing the door behind him, flashing one final glance towards Mina, flaring his thin nostrils as he did so.

Peadar didn’t hesitate in striding from his chair to turn the key.

‘Have you seen that lad around here before?’ he asked Tom.

The barman shook his head. ‘Never in my life. But sure, Peadar, we still get the odd tourist in these parts.’

‘He didn’t strike me as being much of a tourist,’ he said, visibly angry for the first time since Mina had met him.

‘I don’t know,’ Tom mumbled. ‘I saw two or three unfamiliar faces floating around yesterday. Maybe they were lost.’

‘How’d he even get here?’ Peadar asked him. ‘Sure there hasn’t been a bus yet today, has there?’

‘Looks like he walked,’ Tom replied, ‘judging by the state of his boots. Bastard, dragging that mess inside after I’d only just swept the floor.’

Peadar repositioned himself on his stool, angsty now, beard balled up into a pout. He was about to raise his whiskey to his mouth when he noticed Mina’s hands; even when gripped around her glass, they wouldn’t steady themselves.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, at which Tom also examined her more closely.

There were too many eyes on her. Lost for an answer, she downed her drink in one swift gulp and lowered her head to hide whatever gnarled expression it’d coaxed out of her. Keeping the whiskey from exploding back up her throat held her full attention for a moment, until it returned by fearful instinct to the door, projecting that same stranger standing on the other side of it, his eyes mystically locked with her own.

‘Can we go home, please, Peadar?’ she whispered, glancing embarrassedly to Tom.

The old man’s stool scraped back as means of an answer. ‘It was about my time to get back to June anyway,’ he replied, offering the barman a short nod before taking those first steps towards the door. ‘And Tom,’ he added, ‘let me know if that lad comes back this evening. We might want to have a word with him if he’s here to stir up any trouble.’

The barman looked to Mina, suspecting perhaps that she was the reason for the stranger’s intrusion; that their histories were in some shameful way connected – an old flame whose embers time hadn’t stamped out or a debt collector looking to fill a long-suffering empty space in his wallet.

‘Let’s get you home,’ Peadar said, holding the door open.

Mina quit at the threshold, taking a cautious moment to peer around the street. The man was nowhere to be seen, and the rain’s steady static on the pavement had washed away any trace that he was ever there.

Then why did she suffer that recurring shiver as the gooseflesh rose across her neck – that instinctive alarm triggered by another’s gaze, as the hare’s ears perk in the stillness of a glen, sensing something elusive and sinister, and not of its own kind.
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SEAN

The silence came as a ceasefire.

Painkillers were no better than chalky sweets when the very ground beneath their feet quaked through to the marrow. Every soul on site without exception had proved susceptible to the same headaches, and there were few beings on this earth more fragile than Ash’s nannied little undergraduates. Sean had even caught a few of them glowering at the source of their anguish, fighting the urge to sabotage the entire operation for the sake of some peace and quiet. Truth be told, he’d been half-tempted himself more than once. When eventually the last of the limestone split and fell and the explosive echo of its impact tremored up into the open air, Ian went about disassembling the drill immediately, eviscerating the enemy in full show of the bleary-eyed victors. Their war with the rock was over, and the entrance – as elaborately sealed as it was – had finally been opened.

The crew had convened around the monitor, whispering and giggling amongst themselves, their excitement fizzling in the tent like an electrical storm that’d been rising since Ian brought the drone out for its first test flight. Camaraderie was renewed, and both their voices and tempers had softened in the absence of the other – the tool that none dared speak of lest it be called upon again to remake their lives a misery. And yet – as was evident from those whose fingers remained pressed to their temples like amateur mentalists – the migraines lingered on through the early hours of armistice. Luckily there was ample distraction to soothe their tender thoughts until they passed.

‘Are you all ready for this?’ Ian’s voice rustled over the walkie-talkie, loud enough to startle Ash into adjusting its volume, ever respectful of the newfound peace.

She looked to Sean, spellbound by the screen, gnawing at his thumbnail as though he were watching a breaking news report on the apocalypse.

‘Yeah, Ian, in your own time,’ she replied. ‘Take her down. We’ll be watching.’

The drone’s camera was being live-streamed through to the tent, baiting everyone into stealing the best view they could, barging through any shoulder too tall to peer over. Full colour as it may have been, the Burren’s sober palette could trick the eye into thinking otherwise – stony hues and grey skies without a wildflower in sight to brighten it all up. In accordance with Ash’s playbook, they’d no choice but to send the drone down first. Broken machines could be mended or bought anew. Broken bodies, not so much, even though they seemed to have a surplus of useless ones who mooched around the site chain-smoking cigarettes and picking flowers that they shouldn’t. The passage had weathered the centuries without collapsing in on itself, but there was no gauging how those few short days of drilling had compromised its integrity. Ambitious as Ash was, she still wanted to make the news for the right reasons.

‘Have you ever used a drone before?’ Sean asked her. ‘Like this, I mean, going underground?’

She smirked at him. ‘Never. But then, I’ve also never had to explore a hidden cave buried under the Burren, have I? Trust me, this is as much a novelty for me as it is for you, Sean, and I still think it’d make a great documentary, no matter what we find.’

Ian’s drone hovered directly above the entrance to the shaft, steady as a dragonfly. He didn’t trust anyone else to pilot it. The descent from the surface above to the floor of the cavern below had been estimated around the forty-metre mark – too great a distance to fly without due experience. But once the drone was lined up it should have been a simple drop down – a straight line in still air. No complications. No cause for Sean’s palms to sweat the way they were. Even the wind had respectfully calmed itself for the occasion.

‘Okay,’ Ian said, drawing Sean’s gaze to the walkie-talkie in Ash’s hand, ‘going in now. No more radios, please and thank you. We have one drone and only one shot at this.’

Together they watched through the drone’s unblinking eye as it submerged beneath the surface. Daylight switched to white-lit walls of stone and a measured beep broke the silence in the seconds that followed, slower and steadier than the beat of Sean’s own heart.

‘What’s that noise?’ he whispered in Ash’s ear. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘It’s the sensor,’ she replied in kind. ‘It’s keeping track of how close it is to the walls. We should be fine though. Ian knows what he’s doing.’

The drone’s course was constant, and its distance from the walls remained unchanged if the beep were to be believed. A few in the tent couldn’t stand still. Without a breath of wind to press its walls, Sean could hear the rustle of nylon jackets and the occasional sniffle from the back of the room. The loudest sound – and the only one that mattered – was the beep as those ancient cracks and creases in the granite charted the drone’s descent. Sean imagined his techie, mouth-breathing over sweaty thumbs, wary as though he were making that journey downward himself. One mistake and the darkness would swallow him up like a pill.

‘It’s so deep,’ Ash whispered, to which a few behind them hummed in agreement.

Forty metres hadn’t seemed so far on paper. There was never any doubt that getting the requisite gear and bodies into the cavern was going to be tricky – treacherous even, given the narrowness of the shaft and the inexperience they’d farmed for free from the university. But the frame fixed into the surface had proven its stability, holding the drill with the steadiest hand, never once cramping up. Ian had sourced out an industrial winch, compact enough to haul up to the site without breaking too many spines. Ash prioritised safety over value for money and so it’d cost Sean a small fortune. But it was worth it. They were, after all, going to be lowering down more than just lights and tools. When the time came, the core crew of Ash’s team all wanted a piece of the action.

‘How do you think they got in and out of there?’ Sean asked her without averting his gaze from the screen. ‘I mean, even with our equipment we’re going to have to be careful.’

‘You’re assuming that they’re not still down there,’ she replied, nudging into him.

‘What do you mean?’

Just when he thought his nerves couldn’t wind any tighter around that moment.

‘It could be a massive tomb for all we know, Sean. But that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Nothing makes the front page quite like a few old bones. Whatever it is, we’ll know soon enough.’

The beep never altered, nor did the tension in that tent falter for a second. And then, almost unexpectedly, there was silence. The metrical melody that scored their descent had ceased, and on the monitor that kept all their eyes from blinking there was only the drone’s light fading into the unknown.

‘We’re in,’ Ian’s voice boomed over the radio. ‘Feel free to take a breath.’

Sean flinched as those around him cheered and pressed against his back. But he didn’t take his eyes off the screen – the answers were there, somewhere, patiently waiting in the dark to be discovered. Only when he felt the warmth of Ash’s hand did he snap out of this lonely state and realise the wonder that had just occurred.

‘You okay?’ she asked, squeezing his fingers.

‘Yeah,’ he replied, ‘I’m good.’

She’d reached for him.

‘Right then,’ Ian said, the walkie-talkie’s volume still loud enough to draw back everyone’s attention, ‘would one of you kindly tell me what I’m looking at. I didn’t fly all the way down here just to float around in the dark.’

Sean could feel his father’s presence, as he often did when some fresh idea would ripen in the wilds of their research. They’d sowed so many together, toiling side by side, each as patient and driven as the other. It never was quite the same without him. Even the most celebrated of victories carry their own sadness without another like-mind to share them with. The good times, he’d learned, can accentuate a man’s loneliness just as much as the bad.

What do you think he would say if he were here to see you now?

Sean had yet to satisfy himself with an answer.

The drone was performing a scan of the surrounding walls, drifting back and forth in an attempt to gauge the cavern’s scale and any surprises that could lie therein. The quality of the camera feed had taken a drastic downturn since abandoning the daylight, but Sean could make out a few skinny stalactites dripping from the ceiling like fangs and the murky shoulders of a few half-lit stones protruding seemingly from nowhere.

‘There,’ Ash said, radio suspended by her mouth. ‘Ian, can you move closer to that section?’

Surely as the excavation’s sponsor and figurehead, Sean should have been the one issuing instructions as to what they should be examining. This was his discovery after all, as Ash had reminded him a thousand times over.

‘What is it?’ he asked, keeping his frustration wrapped.

‘That wall,’ she replied, stepping closer to the screen. ‘It looks like the same granite that was laid inside the shaft. The colour, I mean. I don’t know, it just looks different.’

Sean trusted Ash’s educated eye above his own, though he remained quietly baffled as to the significance. They hadn’t drilled through all that stone just to seek out more of the stuff.

‘See,’ she said, pointing to the monitor, ‘that’s way too flat to be natural.’

‘Is that…?’ he said, cutting himself short as the drone loomed closer.

Ash’s whole body tensed up. ‘Holy shit,’ she whispered.

Deep markings had been etched into the wall. They ran in perfectly vertical lines, possibly from the floor to the ceiling, and from their stems sprouted tiers of horizontal scratches. The precision on display was faultless. And to think that the artist responsible would have had the basest tools, with only the aid of firelight to guide their hand.

‘It looks like some form of Ogham,’ Ash said, staggering back in disbelief.

‘Are you sure?’ Sean asked, placing a steadying hand on her shoulder.

‘No doubt about it,’ she replied, clearly breathless from the field of theories flourishing in her mind. ‘Limestone would have eroded, wouldn’t it? Whoever did this, they must have known that granite would withstand the test of time better than anything else. And what’s the point of going to all the trouble of writing something if no one’s going to be able to read it?’

Sean watched the screen with renewed wonder.

The earliest Ogham inscriptions were thought to have originated as late as the fourth century. Scholars suspected that its cryptic alphabet had been modelled on some earlier form of script. But the fact of it being here – hidden in the darkness, deep beneath the Burren – was a monumental discovery in its own right. The accepted timeline had just suffered its first blow and they hadn’t even left the tent.

Sean’s fingers clinched around Ash’s shoulder. ‘This is huge.’

‘I bet now you wish you hadn’t sent that reporter packing,’ she said. ‘This is going to—’

‘There’s more of it,’ Ian said, interrupting her. ‘Jesus, it’s all over the walls. What is it?’

Sean looked to Ash for an answer.

‘It’s a message,’ she replied, talking into the radio but looking only at Sean. ‘It’s the answer to whatever question we’ve been trying to ask since we found this place.’

Sean had hoped the excavation would bear sufficient fruit to justify their expense, but he’d never dreamt of this. They weren’t fated to fumble underground with mere rocks and relics, relying on educated guesses to unravel the mystery. This could be the true history that he’d pursued his entire life, that which his father had sacrificed everything to attain – written, recorded, and perfectly preserved.

‘Hey, Ash, what do you make of this?’ Ian said, snapping their attention back to the monitor.

The drone was now facing a black space surrounded by a frame of lightly illumed stone. It looked to be an opening in the wall of the cavern, one too deep for the drone’s torch to expose – an emptiness that, given their discoveries thus far, was most likely far from empty.

‘It looks like another room,’ Ash replied into the walkie-talkie, now trembling in her hand.

‘And I reckon there’s more than one,’ Ian said. ‘Check this out. Not to blow smoke up your arses but I reckon you guys might have hit the jackpot here.’

In the floor of the chamber there was a rectangular hole. Its edges were cut so cleanly that Sean guessed it to be a tomb. The final resting place, perhaps, of one of Ireland’s ancient heroes – an actual body; the evidence to finally transform myth into reality. The dimensions certainly seemed to fit the notion. But as the drone hovered closer, inch by careful inch, its light revealed a thin tier of steps leading down into the dark.

‘Stairs,’ Sean whispered excitedly, looping his arm around Ash’s shoulder.

This defied all expectations. Her preliminary scans had revealed nothing more than a rough scale of the cave beneath them. But this wasn’t just a cave. There were adjoining chambers. There was a stairway descending to another level undetected until now. And there was the message.

‘Can we go deeper?’ Ash asked their techie. ‘How good a connection has that drone of yours?’

‘This little one could take us to the centre of the earth and back again,’ Ian replied proudly. ‘I’m guessing you weren’t expecting to find stairs down here.’

She shook her head, mesmerised by the events unfolding on the screen. ‘No,’ she replied, ‘I’ll admit that the stairs do come as some surprise.’

Ian chuckled. ‘Well sure, there’s no harm in us having a peep down there, seeing as we’ve come this far.’

He positioned the drone above the first step, carefully angling its camera to entertain all those in the tent; such was their silence that Sean had forgotten they were there. The passageway’s ceiling was low but it looked wide enough to negotiate given the skill that Ian had already demonstrated. The drone’s hefty price tag was irrelevant now, and Sean would have risked far more than the well-being of some machine to know what was down there. Watching the monitor, he’d felt the impulse to crouch, vicariously suffering a sense of claustrophobia that the steely drone was surely oblivious to. Ruts of stone poked out from the walls, but they didn’t awaken any cautious beeping. Every step caught in the drone’s light rolled out more and more darkness until Sean thought he’d noticed shapes, faint and distant, like long arms reaching out from both sides.

He brought his eyes closer to the screen. ‘Do you see what I’m—’

The camera feed suddenly cut out.

It hadn’t flickered. It hadn’t faded. It had switched to black like an eyelid snapping shut.

‘What happened, Ian?’ Ash spoke into her radio. ‘Did you hit something?’

‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘There was nothing to hit. The sensors hadn’t picked up anything. We just lost power. But that doesn’t make any sense. The drone was fully charged and well within range.’

A collective sigh of disappointment sapped the energy from the tent. There was something down there. Sean’s eyes had only snared the slightest glimpse of it, but it was there.

The next step was an obvious one. He squeezed Ash’s shoulder before turning to face the crew.

‘Looks like we’re going down.’
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MINA

The ocean shone a liquid silver, somehow holding more light than the sky above it, where the last juicy slice of orange sunshine was being gobbled up by the horizon. Ciara was right: Mina had forgotten how beautiful it was. So enthralled had she been by memories of its absence that in the light she’d seen only shadows. That was where the horrors had lurked by day, and by night – for now and forever – they were as ubiquitous as the stars twinkling like watchful eyes in the ether.

Mina leaned in the cottage’s doorway, inviting the sea air to cleanse her ailing senses of the whiskey and the vomit and whatever other impurities she’d brought upon herself in the past twenty-four hours. Too weary to stand on her own two feet. Too wired to sleep. This was neither the heaven nor the hell of hangovers but some cruel limbo in between, and she’d no one to blame but herself.

The beach was back to its old, abandoned self – just the way Mina liked it – and the sun was a rare treat now that the bruised sky had healed its wounds. Hopefully those two women who’d stood by the wash had enjoyed their holiday together, brief as it may have been. Shame about the weather. But only a hard-line optimist would ever visit the west coast of Ireland expecting blue skies and a balmy breeze in spring. It was a miracle really that no one had trespassed on her private strip of sand sooner, though it was getting more and more difficult to count how much time had gone by since she’d arrived there. Whereas the woodland seemed to pass for what felt like an eternity, these weeks had been compacted into a single vapid memory; one with too little variety to divvy out its days.

Time had teased Mina with so many inconsistencies that she’d lost all faith in the concept. The same could be said for the jarring theory that she lived on a rock floating in some ever-expanding void. Was that really the best that the world’s brightest minds could come up with? She could feel her brain spasming whenever she’d sit by the sand and watch the first stars awakening in the twilight, wondering if life out there could be any more terrifying than what she was going through down here. Space and time – these were the two outlawed topics that she vowed to shoot down like a gunslinger should they ever try to step into conversation. But easy as it was to turn a blind eye to astrophysics, there was no escaping time. No one could.

‘We’ll be hitting the road again soon,’ she whispered, sniffing back the cold air. ‘But don’t worry, I’ll take you back to the beach someday.’

The yellow one’s cage was set by her feet. Mina cast a guarding glance towards the caves and those bastard seagulls that loitered in their cracks like white-feathered hooligans, always picking on her parrot just because he was handsome. The daylight wouldn’t keep the beach aglow for much longer and she was already dreading the walk home from the guest house. No matter how quickly dinner was devoured, night would have fallen.

‘What do you reckon?’ she said, groaning as she lowered onto her bum and stretched out her aching legs, taking care not to drag Caroline’s peacoat through the sprinklings of sand that had settled on the front step. ‘Are we going to get to Kilmartin’s kid before he cracks open some new fucking Hell gate?’

The yellow one’s head turned and Mina could have sworn he’d winked at her.

‘Ever the wishful thinker, eh? I guess one of us has to be.’

She’d resigned her afternoon to the curtained half-light of the couch, hidden under her chunkiest throw, convincing herself with the aid of mock immaturity that no monster would ever think to look for her there. Good job she had the yellow one to act as lookout – her loyal little watcher alarm.

Peadar had blamed himself for spooking her in McGinty’s pub, though nothing could have been further from the truth. His buoying presence was all that had kept her from sinking into her worst, most paranoid rendition of an underfed, hungover artist, and nobody needed to see that. Mina had hoped she’d imagined it, but even he’d marked their unexpected guest out as odd. The fact he’d not painted the bar with the blood from all three of them should have been proof enough that he was human. But rational thinking wasn’t exactly Mina’s strongest suit these days. Her paranoia had become a festering tuber whose sprouts just kept on growing.

‘You good to go?’ she asked the yellow one, still admiring his own feathers in the sunshine. ‘Come on so, let’s get you fed.’

*

Nature was never so alive than after a good downpour, when all its petals and herbs lapped up the raindrops, imbuing the air with nothing short of magic. A seasoned sommelier could ramble on for days with only a short sniff of what Mina was breathing in now – salted seaweed draped in garlands on the cool sand, the musty hum of wild garlic, and all those rhododendrons sprinkling their spices into the air. Those taints of earlier were all but forgotten, even if the hangover remained.

She tried to hold the cage high enough to break above the skinny grasses but her shoulder ached before she’d met the worst of the hill, leaving the yellow one to flutter his wings in damp despair as he ploughed blindly through the wilds. Mina had expected to see June standing by the kitchen window, whose sink faced a view of the back garden. But its glass had fogged over with steam, leaving a perfectly squared cloud by the back door.

‘Be on your best behaviour, okay,’ she whispered, holding the parrot’s cage up to her eye level. ‘We both know that June has the hots for you. And she’s cooked you something special, so you’d better eat it.’

Mina brushed her peacoat dry before tapping on the door. She expelled a few foggy puffs of air as she mentally prepared herself for the usual gauntlet of polite smiles and chit-chat. Her social muscles had weakened to the brink of uselessness, but the old couple had spoken to her more than enough times not to expect any witty one-liners. She’d never known anyone like them – so naturally warm and charitable that they made her rethink her take on the human race as a whole. Good people did exist, and the best of them never even realised how good they were.

After a short spell of no response, Mina knocked again. Standing out in the open wasn’t something she was especially fond of, and the cold on the west coast had fangs. It snapped from the shade in the summer months and now hunted its hills in phantom packs, chasing down anyone without a thick coat. Even the birds knew to hunker down when a chill mist broke the shore. When still no reply came, Mina closed her fingers around the door handle and took matters into her own hands.

‘June, it’s just me,’ she called out, releasing a waft of moist fog into the cool air.

There was bubbling and splashing within, and the nervous rattling of a saucepan lid. But June’s voice was surprisingly absent. Mina was sure the woman would have been listening out for their arrival; her excitement at having her favourite conure over for dinner must have swelled throughout the day and she didn’t doubt that Peadar was a broken man from hearing about it.

Mina crept inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. ‘June?’ she repeated, fanning the steam away from her face. ‘I think your dinner’s cooked.’

Despite being empty, the kitchen had an air of busyness about it, like a factory whose machines had just fallen silent. Colourful vegetable scratchings were scattered over a chopping board, and a warm glow permeated behind the oven’s smeared glass. A pot had been left on the hob. Its overflow had stained the countertop with a frothy veneer that was now streaking down onto the tiles. Mina propped the birdcage on the kitchen table and dialled back the heat. A floorboard creaked above her head. Her gaze lifted to the ceiling before coming to land on the yellow one. He’d heard it too.

‘I’d better go upstairs and check on them,’ she whispered, though it felt more like a moral obligation than an idea she could genuinely get behind.

The chaotic state of the kitchen and the absence of her two hosts had shaken Mina’s expectations for the evening. She’d lived within these walls in the inaugural days of her exile, before being offered the use of Caroline’s cottage. June kept the rooms pristine, forever awaiting guests though none ever came, and her kitchen ran like clockwork.

‘Something’s not right,’ she said, glancing back at the yellow one. ‘You stay here. I’m going to check it out.’

If either June or Peadar had suffered an accident, she’d never have forgiven herself for caving under her own cowardice and abandoning them. They were both elderly, and June was especially frail. A short fall could cause untold damage. There were a million reasonable explanations that didn’t need to coax Mina’s nightmares into the dying evening light.

She pushed out the door leading into the hallway where the weight of dread slowed her pace to a chary shuffle. Much like the kitchen, a sense of suspension prevailed, as if a familiar routine had been unexpectedly interrupted. A light breeze blew through the open front door, tapping its handle gently in and out from the wall. On the console table, a clay statue of Jesus Christ had toppled over. Its sloppy paint job made his blue eyes bleed onto his cheeks like tears. And in the bowl beside it, she saw the keys to Peadar’s jeep; so wherever they were, they were still at home.

Mina leaned her ear towards the front garden, listening out for the slam of a car door or the slosh of shoes through gravel, but the silence was eerily resistant. She opened her mouth to call for June again but stopped herself in the same second, ever cautious and wary even when welcome. The door to the right of the hallway was ajar; it led to the sitting room, where Peadar was known to while away his evenings. At this hour – with his customary pre-dinner drink in hand – there was nowhere else he could be. She peered her head around the corner and looked to his armchair.

Mina’s eyes absorbed the spectacle piece by piece like an art installation of oddities. The coffee table lay on its side. Whatever it once held was now strewn around the carpet – a broken glass, a splayed paperback, and scatterings of potpourri orbiting an upturned bowl. There’d been a struggle. Mina imagined Peadar rising from his chair, fists clenched at whoever had entered through the door. But where was he now? And where was June? The stillness offered no answers, only more questions that Mina shuddered to ask.

A heavy step sounded through the ceiling. The open door was calling Mina to flee – to put as much distance as possible between her and whatever had happened. She’d learned the couple’s routine in those days she’d spent with them. The reward of each hour wasn’t its capacity to surprise, but its constancy. Peadar would watch the evening news with a drop to drink while June would hum aloud to herself in the kitchen like an artist in her studio, happiest when busy, running their small, unsuccessful guest house like a five-star hotel. They never went upstairs until it was time for bed. It was June’s adorable opinion that that floor was for their guests.

With that in mind, Mina committed to spying upstairs, if only to appease her worries – to know that they were safely settling in some late visitor and everything was all right. June had mentioned an unexpected caller when they’d spoken the night before: the woman whose short hair wasn’t as pretty as Mina’s. Perhaps they’d come back, or it was possible that the pair from the beach had sought out some shelter for the night. She crept over to the first step and pressed her back into the wall to steady herself. There she held her breath and listened.

June was up there. She was talking to someone.

‘Hello. Hello. Are you after some? Some. Some.’

But who was she talking to?

‘Are you? Are you after somewhere? To stay. To stay. Hello, are you after somewhere?’

Mina’s hand held her lips shut. But she could feel the scream bubbling between her fingers. That wasn’t June. Whoever it was, they spoke without the faintest inflection. No emotion. No soul. They were but words memorised and repeated. And – most terrifying of all – the more Mina listened, the more convincing they became.

‘Are you after somewhere to stay? Please. Please. No. Hello, are you after somewhere to stay? What. What are you doing?’

Mina could feel those invisible snares of fate tangling up around her ankles as she scooped the keys out of the bowl and backtracked towards the kitchen. The horror and the heartache combined to blind her thoughts to the moment. There was only an elusive longing to be far from that vile thing upstairs, imitating the woman she’d so adored. Mina pressed the kitchen door closed behind her. The room was too warm for her to think straight. A dull, foggy feeling billowed behind her eyes as though she were immersed underwater, and for an awful moment she thought she might faint. But a quick succession of steps thundered above, jolting her back. They sounded as though they were directly above her, stomping between the rooms, searching for something. Maybe even searching for her.

‘We have to go,’ she whispered to the yellow one, drawing a finger over her lips.

Returning through the hallway was too dangerous. The eager ears of the one upstairs would detect the softest sound, as a spider is drawn to the shimmer of a silver thread. And so Mina crept out through the back door, where the last of the sunlight was sinking into the ocean like a flaming ship; only the tattered embers of its burning sail remained beneath a sky darkening by the second. She tiptoed across the gravel; slowly, softly, her teeth gritting louder than the stones under her feet as she aligned her back to the wall of the house, evading anyone who may have been peering down from the windows above. Peadar’s jeep faced the open gate, where he always left it. The urge to run and the need to not draw attention were two opposing voices arguing in her head, each trying to shout over the other.

Mina opened the jeep’s door. Its click was too loud and the creak as she drew it open was even worse. The crisp quiet of the west coast was never so delicate than in the terror of that moment, loudening those sounds that she tried in vain to smother. Mina reached between the two seats and placed the yellow one’s cage in the back. Thankfully he’d tucked his wings and kept his beak shut, understanding their necessity for silence and speed: those two timeless contradictions. She stared at the key quivering in her hand and thought of earlier, when Peadar had turned it in the ignition – the noise, the panned clamour of an engine past its prime. It didn’t seem fair, having survived so much, that it should come down to this.

‘Okay,’ she whispered under her breath, ‘here we go.’

The engine whinnied on its first turn like a dying horse. Mina clenched the key tighter, eyes screwed up, head pressed into the wheel, sick with a desperate desire to be anywhere else but there.

‘Please,’ she squealed, eyes welling up, ‘don’t do this to me.’

Another twist drew more pained nickering from the bonnet until an almighty grumble roared the jeep to life. But awakening the beast was one feat; now she had to make it move. Mina hadn’t driven since the last time she’d had a bird in the back seat. She’d been so absorbed in the engine’s shortcomings that she hadn’t stopped to consider her own. The handbrake was released – cranked down like a rusty lever – as her clumsy feet fumbled for their stations. Mina leaned over the wheel and peered up to the top windows of the guest house. June was standing there, in the very room that Mina had slept in, staring down at her.

‘That’s not fucking June,’ she said, wrenching the gearstick into first and jamming down the accelerator, spraying gravel across the driveway.

It was the woman’s face down to the tiniest crease and wrinkle. But gone was that smile glittering with kindness. She’d watched from behind the glass with the darkest, emptiest eyes that Mina had ever seen.
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Mina called Ciara’s phone throughout the drive, despairing as it rang out every time. After all she’d been through – that traumatic baggage that would burst the seams of the strongest mind – this journey ranked up there with the surrealist of them all. There were moments when she’d zoned out entirely, doubting her reality, as if she were held captive in a particularly cruel nightmare and her eyelids would snap open at the next turn. But the road and the night kept on coming.

The white cone of the headlights. The black nothingness on either side. The yellow bird on the back seat and the rattle of his cage at every bump in the road. That feeling of being so utterly and hopelessly lost. Any moment now, the night’s sky would be scarred with treetops and the lights on the dashboard would darken. Random bursts of laughter escaped her mouth; she’d no control over them. A few mental screws must have finally popped out of place. The emotional tempest that swirled inside her skull was spitting out its broken parts – tears, giggles, even a few short screams.

These watchers weren’t like those that had rallied night after night to the coop’s glass. They’d learned to imitate humankind so perfectly. They could be anywhere. They could be anyone. Ciara’s only saving grace was that she’d avoided the city since learning of their presence there. Without a scent to guide them, maybe they hadn’t followed her home. Lost or found, alive or dead, Mina would know soon enough.

‘Okay,’ she whispered back to the yellow one, ‘it’s up here somewhere.’

Mina cut the headlights. The road was narrow – a straight chute that she could follow blind. And the grassy ditch would catch her wheels if she strayed like a bowling ball towards a gutter. Ciara was safe, Mina had to believe that, otherwise what was she doing there? But if anything was amiss, hopefully she’d detect it on a single pass. An open door. Smashed glass. Some gangly fucker peering in the window. Mina didn’t know what she’d do if her fears were realised. It was impossible to ideate too far into the future when the present moment was so sick with uncertainty. But together they could stay on the road, head to a port, get off the island. If only they’d done it sooner, but maybe it wasn’t too late.

Mina knew the house’s layout intimately, having spent so much time there in the aftermath of the woodland, when they’d licked their wounds and ganged up to bully the past into leaving them alone. Ciara always drew the curtains before sundown; Mina knew that for a fact. The woman shared the same aversion to her own reflection, especially with the night as its backdrop.

‘The curtains are closed,’ she announced to the bird on the back seat.

So far so good. If a watcher had crept into her home, it was unlikely that it’d cover up the windows to keep the heat in and save on the electricity. The security light was on, too, making the front door glow in the darkness. There were no signs of a disturbance that Mina could see as she crawled the jeep past the open gate. Everything was as she’d hoped it to be. But an ominous silence held the night in its hand, and there was no knowing yet if it bore claws. A wing fluttered on the back seat but was tucked immediately as if by means of apology. Now and then a stone would crunch beneath the tyres, but there was no other sound to hint at the horror that caused Caroline’s jumper to hug Mina’s body like a damp cloth. She kept on driving, thinking it safer to leave the car out of sight, facing the main road that couldn’t have been more than a few miles down the laneway. The key could rest in the ignition while she was gone. Like old times, tomorrow was no longer a certainty.

‘I won’t be long,’ Mina said, reaching back a hand to the yellow one’s cage, watching him thrill at her fingers poking through the bars. ‘I’ll come back for you once I know everything’s okay. I’m sure it’s fine,’ she whispered unconvincingly, more so to herself than the bird.

The night’s air was breathless as Mina began her short walk back to the house. She’d forgotten how calm it could be but knew better than to trust it. The woodland had always been at its quietest right before the light clicked on. She paused by the gate, taking a moment to scan again for anything she might have missed; no easy feat considering how the watchers could now stroll up to a door and knock on it. Lights were on, upstairs and down, though with the curtains closed she couldn’t tell who was at home. But it wasn’t so late in the night that Ciara would have gone to bed. Mina had no reason to assume the worst just yet.

She stepped under the security light and drew the peacoat tighter around her shoulders, like a knight fastening her armour, the adrenaline hardening each breath before a battle. She’d no choice but to go through with it. Ciara wasn’t answering her phone. The windows were covered. And with her ear pressed to the door, there wasn’t a murmur from within. Mina stabbed the bell and forced herself to stand there, awaiting her fate like someone who’d just spun a lottery wheel with an even odds chance of death.

‘Come on, Ciara,’ she muttered, glancing anxiously around the moonlit silhouettes of her long-neglected garden, ‘don’t be fucking dead, please.’

She heard footsteps on the wooden floor. Someone was walking from the kitchen to the door. Mina let out a sigh of relief and smeared the sweat across her brow. Ciara had probably been frying more vegetables or something, and here was Mina having a full cardiac arrest on her front step.

With a soft click, the door opened.

‘Mina,’ John said, ‘what a lovely surprise.’

The whole world darkened – a cosmic eclipse born from the sight of a single face; identical to the photographs taken on the dead man’s wedding day. She’d never met him, but through Ciara’s memories – stories and photos woven together into a tapestry of John’s life – she felt as though she had. His jaw and cheeks were chiselled to perfection; those same contours that his widow still swooned over. They’d even applied the lightest five-o’clock shadow. This was John, but he was leaner and he was longer, and the man’s eyes were unnervingly vacant as his lips curved into a smile.

‘Please, come in out of the cold,’ he said, guiding her into the hallway.

Somehow, ushered in by blind instinct alone, Mina did as the watcher asked, and entered. Why run? It would catch her. Why scream? She would be silenced in the swiftest second, as a guillotine slicing down from the night’s sky. Her only option was to play along, to buy a few more seconds of life, as horrific as they promised to be.

‘Who is it, honey?’ Ciara called from the kitchen as Mina watched the door close.

It was so similar to her voice – the accent, the timbre. But that wasn’t Ciara.

Gone were the scented candles that she would light each evening, with their bouquets of vanilla and sandalwood – a homely air, welcoming as it was warm. Instead there was a putrid taste in the air, like old bin bags and layers of rotted leftovers, each one leaking down into the next, merging their livid mould as one. It was nauseating to breathe and yet this thing masquerading as Ciara’s dead husband seemed unaffected by it.

‘It’s Mina,’ John replied, and she’d almost flinched when his hand touched her shoulder, imagining the length of those fingers and the claws sheathed inside them. ‘Why don’t you have a seat and wait for us,’ he added, directing her into the sitting room. ‘We will be into you in a moment.’

It knew her name. The fucking thing had recognised Mina the second it laid eyes on her.

She seemed to float through the doorway, so aware of the necessity not to advertise her panic that her subconscious hit the self-destruct button to prevent her from doing just that. She moved mechanically, acting as maybe Mina would if she weren’t traipsing around Ciara’s sitting room with two watchers a few paces up the hallway. The room was dirtier than she’d ever seen it, but there were no signs of a scuffle. Maybe Ciara had given up without a fight. Mina wouldn’t have blamed her. Above the fireplace were the photographs that the watchers must have studied, carefully arranged by occasion; a timeline of Ciara’s happiness before the devils of fate summoned them to the coop.

Mina’s eyes settled sadly on a picture of the two of them: a selfie she’d taken at the kitchen table with a bottle of wine plonked between them and their faces aglow in the early evening light. Ciara rarely indulged in more than a glass, but she had that night; gulping back so much fizzy rosé that she couldn’t keep herself from burping. There was giggling at first as they shared the same tried and tested stories that they knew would make each other smile, and then the tears came shortly after. They’d held each other close, taking turns to ramble on and to listen. Mina had sketched a portrait of Danny at Ciara’s request, taking care to capture his bravery, his innocence, and that perfect, crooked smile. He’d only ever wanted to be loved, to be part of a family. He should have been there with them, hands stuffed in his pockets, too shy to speak lest he should say the wrong thing. Without Danny, they’d never have escaped into the light, and yet life without him would always be that shade darker.

Would the watchers take Mina’s face too? Was she doomed to become another mask – a ghost of flesh and blood? She imagined a hollow version of herself standing on a busy street corner, watching its many strangers like she used to, only now with the coldest and darkest of eyes. There were other friends and relations of Ciara’s exposed on the mantel too – a fucking pick ’n’ mix of facial features. These things could impersonate anyone they pleased. But they weren’t creating new personas from stolen pieces of the old. Instead they were replacing them, taking lives, homes, maintaining routines as a means to blend in unnoticed. But why?

‘Mina,’ Ciara said, appearing in the doorway, dressed in her baby pink bathrobe and slippers. ‘How nice it is to see you.’

She glided into the room – this photocopy of her best friend, as youthful as the day she was wed, with red hair tumbling in ringlets down to her shoulders, framing a face cleansed of blemishes. But those emerald eyes didn’t glimmer, and the smile that had carried Mina through their hardest times was chillingly absent. So uncannily perfect were those lips, it was as if they’d never opened until that night.

‘Would you like to sit down?’ Ciara said, turning her head to stare blankly at the armchair.

‘Okay,’ Mina stammered, casting a crestfallen glance to the door.

She lowered herself onto the chair, trying to work her limbs as naturally as possible, but the terror had starched every moving part of her. John entered the room, closing the door behind him like a coffin lid. Mina hid her clenched fists between her thighs and pressed both feet into the floor to keep them steady. She was trapped. John joined Ciara as she sat on her side of the couch, and not by coincidence. The watchers knew her habits.

‘How have you been, Mina?’ she asked, hands clasped on her lap.

Mina willed her eyes not to examine them. A single glance could arouse their suspicions. But even out focus – in that forbidden periphery – they were too large, their fingers too long. The signs were there, those that she’d trained herself to identify, and yet she could do nothing about it. She was an insect, caught and cocooned, and helpless to free itself from the web that she’d walked right into.

‘I’ve been okay,’ she replied, trying to wrap her words into a voice that might have passed as normal. ‘Same old, you know.’ The scream was on the tip of her tongue.

‘It’s been a long time since we’ve seen you,’ John said. ‘Where have you been, Mina?’

They stared at her across the silence of a room, awaiting her response. These watchers may have perfected the human face but they were poor actors when it came to glossing their characters with personality.

‘I was on holiday,’ Mina replied. ‘I needed to get away for a while.’ Her jaw clamped shut. She was lucky to even get those words out.

‘It’s nice to have you back again,’ Ciara said. ‘We have missed you very much.’

Their heads turned in sync to look at one another. It was as though they were communicating psychically, deciding her fate.

‘How is your family?’ John asked, as their eyes resumed their feast of her.

Mina guessed the sinister purpose behind their line of questioning. They needed to know who would miss her and who in her life could discern the weaknesses in their disguise. There was only Jennifer and her father, a man so in thrall to the bottle that he’d drunk his body to near oblivion, and still there wasn’t a day he didn’t wake up thirsty. Since her mum passed away, he’d picked up a few dicey habits too. Horses, greyhounds, it didn’t matter so long as they had odds to their name and a bookie willing to see them through. To a loner such as he’d become, it was a pleasure he could pursue without the need for anyone else. So, too, were the cards. The only time Mina knew her father to enjoy the company of others was when he was sat around a poker table – where conversation was mostly prohibited, and his silence was finally construed as a strength.

It was sad to think that he’d struggle to tell the difference between them. The alcohol had dulled his days and nights, depriving their hours of significance. His memories had darkened too, though that had been the man’s plan all along – to drink until there was only the mystifying moment, and no past to put it into context. Mina had pitied him for that. But she’d come to understand why he did it. History doesn’t sink over time. Tears keep it afloat.

‘They’re okay, thanks,’ she replied, each word settling like dry sand her mouth. ‘I haven’t seen them for a while. But I hope I will soon.’

‘How is your father?’ Ciara said, her eyes flashing from brown to blue to a devilish red before returning to green.

The watcher was oblivious to these faltering details in its disguise, and it took all of Mina’s will not to react.

‘He’s good,’ she replied.

‘And where does he live?’

‘Abroad,’ Mina replied, the first lie that crossed her mind. ‘Far away from here.’

She couldn’t run. Before her fingers felt the door handle some fleshly part of her would be splashed in ribbons against the wall. They were using her for information – to use her identity as a living, breathing parasite that would infect the lives of those she loved. That’s the only reason she was still alive, and that was the only hope she had of staying that way.

‘And your mother?’ Ciara asked, in a tone as monotonous as it was unsettling.

Mina knew better than to divulge the watcher’s mistake. The real Ciara knew how much she missed her mum; how the grief still perched on her shoulder, tightening its claws whenever she thought of her.

‘She’s okay,’ she replied, unable to control the quiver to her voice. ‘She was asking after you both.’

‘That was nice of her,’ John said. ‘And you must forgive me, but I do forget many things, Mina. Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

‘No,’ she replied, nervously shaking her head, unable to keep her eyes from glancing down at the floor. ‘I don’t.’

‘But you do have friends,’ Ciara said. ‘You have us.’

The skin below the watcher’s left eye began to slowly droop down, its tautness of form so compromised as to reveal a semi-circle of red flesh. Mina squeezed her lips into a smile that she couldn’t hold. It was only a matter of time before they realised what she knew. She slapped her hands around the pockets of her coat – the well-known gesticulations of one searching for something close at hand, but one that made both watchers’ eyes lock on her with an eerie, unspoken confusion.

‘Would you mind if I popped outside for a cigarette?’ she said, looking anxiously to the door; that last remaining lifeboat drifting out of reach.

The real Ciara knew she’d quit.

Neither responded, sitting side by side like a married couple long divorced from any feelings for one another bar loathing and undistilled disinterest. It was the ultimate desecration of their memory, that Ciara and John – so blindly devoted – should be staged around their own home like two lifeless, loveless puppets.

‘I’ll just be two minutes,’ Mina added, ‘and then I can tell you all about my friends in the city. They’ve been asking me to visit them. Maybe we could all go together?’

‘Yes,’ Ciara replied. ‘Two minutes. I would like to hear about your friends, Mina.’

Before she had chance to rise from her chair, the watcher brandished her teeth; those ripe lips lifted unnaturally high above the gum, revealing a blackness that was anything but human.

‘Then we can talk some more,’ John said as Mina opened the door, ‘like friends.’

She glanced over at him as she stepped into the hallway. His smile was so freakishly wide that it stretched his face across both sides, bending cheekbones out of shape and squeezing his eyes into sickly little slits that watched her like a nightmare gifted life. Every fibre of her being burned to scream. But she swallowed it back, as she’d trained herself to do when these fucking things had used her for their own nocturnal entertainment. Mina held her breath as she passed across the hallway. The urge to throw up was eager enough without inhaling that spoilt air. The most horrible suspicion wormed its way into her mind – what if it wasn’t rotten food she was smelling? What if Ciara’s corpse lay atop the kitchen counter? A feast for the flies and all those hidden teeth waiting to sprout at any given second should they realise the lie she’d told them.

All was quiet in the sitting room as she opened the front door, gulping back the fresh air that she thought she’d never taste again. Neither watcher had come to keep an eye on her. Shy a cigarette and any other ideas, that would have snapped the curtains shut on her life for sure. Beyond the security light, the surrounding fields were lost to the darkness. But the jeep wasn’t far, and it would be a straight run once she turned down the laneway. She pressed the door back into its frame; its click was subtle, but she didn’t doubt that they’d heard it.

She slipped off her boots and laid them gently on the front step. Their heels weren’t her highest but given how she couldn’t keep her legs from quivering, there was no guarantee that she could run on the tips of her toes as far as the jeep. Again, the sensations of old had been renewed, and the past champed at her toes with an icy bite that reminded her of the last time she’d made a run for her life. It was now or never; her two minutes were nearly up. She dropped Caroline’s peacoat from her shoulders, making her body as light – and hopefully as fast – as possible. A few stormy breaths filled her lungs, and she ran.

The darkness was disorientating – making Mina dread that each step would be her last, that a third watcher had lain in wait for her, anticipating her deceit – but she willed herself through it, stealing what light she could from the stars above to unriddle the road ahead. The soles of her feet landed hard on stones, but their pain was trivial and nothing compared to what would come should the watchers perceive her absence. A shape formed ahead of her – a thin resin of moonlight glowed atop the roof of Peadar’s jeep. The watchers were still awaiting her return. She pictured them on that couch, sitting perfectly erect, staring at the door.

‘Hey,’ Mina whispered to the bird as she climbed into the front seat. ‘I’ll explain later, okay? Right now, we need to go.’

The watchers must have thought she’d walked to Ciara’s house. There’s no other reason why they’d let her out of their sight; on foot they could track and catch her before she could reach the next nearest house. But as soon as the engine made the slightest purr, they’d come for her. Their predatorial senses were too sensitive to ignore the slightest disturbance in a night so still. Mina patted the dashboard as Peadar had done.

Her fingers found the key. ‘One more time,’ she said before taking the next great gamble for her life. ‘Please, get me out of here.’

With a sharp twist, the jeep groaned to life in an instant. No spluttering. No time wasted. Peadar’s ghost must have been looking out for her, charming the old girl into behaving herself. But before Mina could believe her luck, she heard the door of Ciara’s home smash from its hinges; the crack of wood was like a monstrous bone breaking behind her.

They were coming.

The jeep chugged into first gear. Every instrument at Mina’s disposal felt clunky and stiff, and the panic had caused her feet to forget themselves. The starting pistol had already fired and she was still fumbling in the paddock.

‘Come on,’ she shrieked, slapping the wheel in frustration to which the yellow one began to lash about in his cage; he’d sensed them too.

The jeep was picking up speed but it felt weighty as a barge battling a strong current. Mina would have been faster had she kept on running. The white of the headlights revealed only so far ahead but the main road had to be close. Over the thunder of the engine, there was a sudden surge of gallops – so loud, so quick, the slap of skin on stone and the scrabbling of claws clicking closer and closer. The watchers were pursuing her on all fours like wolves at a pace that was inescapable.

The rear window exploded, spraying Mina with a torrent of glassy splinters that sent the yellow one into a frenzy. The shock caused her to swerve a tyre onto the ditch and the whole jeep rattled as she struggled to steer her course back onto the road. A slash screeched through the panelling – steel sliced open like supple skin – and the back bumper fell away, clanking and rolling onto the road, but the watchers hadn’t missed a step, clearing it like a low hurdle. Their snarling breaths continued to close in behind her, all the louder now with the window exposed, their savagery escalating as their claws reached hungrily for their prize.

‘Come on, come on,’ Mina screamed, jamming her foot harder into the accelerator.

She braced for every impact, holding the jeep as steady as she could like a sea captain tied to the wheel in a tempest. But still she faltered from left to right, barely keeping her tyres off the rise of the ditch. One mistake and Peadar’s jeep would have surely flipped into a stream of bone-crunching somersaults. Mina couldn’t look back. She couldn’t take her eyes off the road.

The drumbeat of their feet suddenly shifted; closer, faster, loudest by Mina’s right ear. One of the watchers was pacing with impossible speed alongside the jeep, barging its body into the door, striving to drive her onto the grassy verge. As the wall crept into the beam of her headlights, promising impact at any second, Mina did the only thing she could. She wrenched the wheel to the right, battling against the watcher’s weight, terrifyingly aware of the door buckling inward toward her hip. She waited for it to tear through and wrench her out of place, but so long as she maintained her speed, the watcher’s need to gallop on its four limbs would keep her safe, or so she hoped. A hand suddenly flashed by the window to her side. Claws perforated the door like tinfoil, gripping it, their bones clenching like a vice until it was ripped from the hinges holding it in place. Such was the speed of the jeep in that second that the door whipped back like a battering ram, knocking the watcher off balance and sending it tumbling backwards. Though, now exposed in the driver’s seat, there was no way she would survive a second assault. Mina manoeuvred onto the other side of the road, where the bare stone wall now flashed past her in the freezing wind.

Sheer frustration invigorated the watcher to regain the lost distance, even if that meant flaying muscle and sinew from its skeleton just to latch a claw into Mina’s neck. The other was quickly making moves on the left side. It’d obviously seen its accomplice flounder and knew not to repeat the same mistake. Mina could hear it gnashing at the air as though it liked the taste of it. Claws ticked across stone as it positioned itself to strike, lurching the bulk of its bone and weight into the passenger side, and again Mina had to hold hard on the wheel to keep from being driven off the road. With her own door gone, she could see tufts of grass whipping inside by her legs. She was inches from the edge, exerting whatever strength she had left just to hold a straight line.

Both watchers suddenly shrieked as one – their combined voices piercing the night like a klaxon. The main road was coming into sight. Blinking the sweat from her eyes, Mina saw the distant lights of other drivers, white and red candles in the all-consuming black, switching left to right, oblivious as to what horrors were thundering towards them. The watchers wouldn’t risk revealing themselves in front of others. Not here. Not when there was every chance that a witness could put their foot to the floor and live to tell the tale. A claw carved across the left side. At a glance, Mina saw its knife-like tip drag across the length of the jeep, as though the fear of losing their prey had evoked a mindless desperation. Was it trying to claw its way inside, to slash her to bloody shreds in the driver’s seat?

It didn’t matter what foul fucking plans it had for her. She was going to make it. Mina didn’t press the brake until all four wheels had touched off the laneway. Only then, blinded by incoming headlights, did she grind the jeep to a halt on the hard shoulder, mere feet away from the wall ahead. The sudden jerk sent her flying, and she crashed her shoulder into the dashboard like a rag doll thrown by a child from the back seat.

There was the screeching of tyres and the clatter a hundred broken things resettling. And when all was still, the sound of Mina’s breathing came as some proof that she was still somehow alive. The watchers had retreated.

A car door slammed shut, and then another. Voices were heard getting closer.

She was safe.
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SEAN

He’d been saving this bottle for such an occasion, biding his time like a sailor watching the horizon from his wheelhouse, waiting for the crest of some undiscovered shore to rise above the waves. The weight of it in his hand signified that the journey was finally coming to its end. Soon Sean would stand where no other academic or loyal pursuer of the truth had stood before him.

His father never was much of a drinker. Weak teas and cordials kept him hydrated if perhaps a tad dissatisfied. And so, acceding to his father’s habits, neither was Sean. Though, that being said, his mother would have certainly preferred had he taken to the bottle instead of the family research; at least the hard lesson of a hangover might have deterred him from revisiting it day after day. Despite this time-honoured temperance, however, his father retained a cabinet of curios for, Sean suspected, aesthetic purposes only – the illusion of a life whose vices weren’t restricted to the academic variety; a little colour to brighten the façade.

Only his mother was known to accommodate a social life beyond their trio, and this was never discussed as they chinked out some lonesome melody with the family silver over another candlelit dinner. Three bottles of whiskey had resided on this cabinet’s top shelf – older than Sean and most likely more antiquated than his father too; maybe even his father before him, and on and on until the first drop of rye met a man’s lips. They’d been there since he was born, ageing so gracefully that their value increased as those around them decayed. It was little wonder the Irish held it in such high esteem. Hopes and dreams may wilt and die but the whiskey was never better than the day it splashed their glasses.

Sean descended the short steps from his caravan, gripping the bottle tighter, his inner monologue debating whether this was a shrewd move on his part or an embarrassment primed to dampen the occasion like a flash flood of misread social cues. There was only one way to find out, and the events of the day had suffused his soul with a confidence that was a novelty in itself.

The campervans and trailers were parked side by side in rows; a pop-up housing estate nuzzled into the hillside where the shadows ran cold even on the warmest afternoon. Wherever humankind intruded, its presence was oft an ugly one; steel and plastic and waste – enough to wilt the most vibrant petal. It’d probably been a car park for seasonal fleets of tourists before being colonised by Ash’s team. Gritty concrete reached as far as the road, and beyond that – between the knobbly fields and tumbling walls – the moonlight shimmered atop an ocean black as spilled oil. It was calm on this night. There wasn’t a sound other than Sean’s shoes sinking into the grainy sludge.

Ash’s caravan was across from his own. He dawdled between them, reciting his opening lines as might a nervous actor hiding behind a curtain before the first show of the season.

The narrow door rattled when he knocked on it, flexing his hopeful heart like a fist.

‘Come in,’ Ash called out. ‘It’s open.’

She hadn’t asked who it was. Maybe she’d been expecting him.

‘It’s just me,’ he said, cracking it open a notch. ‘I thought maybe a little celebration was in order.’

Casual, friendly, confident without seeming conceited – the words couldn’t have come out any better. Ash’s camper was identical to his own; a copy and paste job where a ledge of seats lined its windows at one end and a small table acted as their respective work stations. That’s where he’d expected to find her, and that’s exactly where she was.

She looked to him as he stepped up and into the spine of the room, brandishing his bottle as means of an explanation. Ash was sat at the table – her laptop encircled with scatterings of handwritten notes – wearing a black woollen bathrobe. Damp blonde hair was tied back neatly in a bun. Theirs was meant to be a professional relationship. Was it kosher to land in on top of her without invitation? Any earlier and he might have caught her stepping out of the shower, as desirable a faux pas as that would have been.

‘What’s that you have there?’ she asked him, sitting back and cracking her neck to one side; she’d obviously been working long after Sean had given up for the day.

‘A drop to toast your discovery,’ he replied, setting the bottle on the table.

‘My discovery?’

‘We don’t need to pretend in here,’ Sean said, throwing his eyes around the tiny dining area. ‘Nothing in my research would have ever led me here, Ash, and I think it’s safe to say that it’s something more than either of us could have expected.’

Unfinished business lured her blue eyes back to the laptop screen. ‘I’ll grab us some glasses,’ she said, finally snapping out of work mode. ‘I suppose this is as good a time as any to celebrate. You know, before all the hard work really begins.’

Sean resisted the urge to watch her rise and stride to the far end of the camper, forcing his gaze not to track her pale calves, though he allowed himself a second’s peep. It was a symptom of spending so little time around the opposite sex – absolute awkwardness, and his awareness of it made his social shortcomings all the more pronounced.

The pages on the table were populated with scrawled capital letters and sketches of the writings that Ash had been translating. Many had been crossed out. Others stood by question marks twice their size. It would seem that a stiff drink was just what she needed.

‘Is this the Ogham?’ he called over to her, shifting the pages around for a better look. ‘Looks like you’re making progress.’

No harm in offering a compliment, whether she were deserving of it or not.

‘Yeah,’ she replied from the kitchenette, ‘I’ve been pausing Ian’s footage and trying to make sense of whatever I can. Without the wider wall it’s lacking context and the camera quality isn’t exactly doing my eyes any favours. But it’s a start.’

‘What does it say?’

‘It’s just words, Sean, for now anyway,’ she said, retuning to him and placing two glasses down beside his bottle. ‘We’ll know more tomorrow.’

Timber planks had been laid across the entrance to the shaft and fenced in with barriers that buckled in the breeze. It looked more like half-finished roadworks than one of Ireland’s greatest archaeological finds. But safety remained Ash’s priority. That was, after all, why it’d been decreed to hold back until dawn before sending anyone underground. Should anything have gone wrong, it’d be best if it did so with the daylight on their side to call for help. A single mishap had the potential to overshadow the entire excavation.

‘What do you make of that stairway?’ Sean asked as he poured out two measures. ‘Did you get a better look at what’s down there?’

‘It’s too faint to tell,’ Ash replied. ‘All we got are glimpses. The drone’s role was to make sure it was safe enough for us to enter the main chamber. It did that. Now it’s on us to take over.’

‘So tomorrow’s the big day,’ he said, sliding a glass towards her.

‘That’s why we’re celebrating, isn’t it?’ she replied, raising her drink to him. ‘Cheers.’

Ash was treating his father’s age-old whiskey like a bottle he’d picked up at a petrol station. He’d regretted not making a show of it when he’d arrived – a pinch of ceremony to garnish her appreciation. But the opportunity had passed. It’d only flaunt how hard he was trying to make more out of the moment.

‘Is the team still on the surface?’ she asked.

‘They’re up there somewhere,’ he replied, hiding his disappointment, ‘I think a few of them are doing the same.’ Here he hinted at the glass in his hand. ‘Just so long as none of them get too carried away and fall down the shaft. That’s all we need.’

Ash chuckled. ‘We can pretend that we found their body in the cavern and play if off as part of my discovery.’

‘They’d better clean up after themselves before the—’

A heavy hand pounded on the door, cutting Sean short mid-sentence.

‘Come on in,’ Ash replied without turning to look at the door. ‘I’m very popular tonight, aren’t I?’

She obviously hadn’t been expecting Sean when he came knocking if this was how she greeted all her visitors. The door creaked and slammed as Ian clambered inside. He hesitated when he saw Sean, his eyes locking on the whiskey bottle before a word escaped his lips.

‘What’s all this?’ he said, grinning as though he’d caught them red-handed doing something they shouldn’t have been.

‘Grab a glass,’ Ash replied, winking over at Sean who somehow kept his smile intact. ‘We’re having a little celebration.’

‘I will have a drop, seeing as you’re offering,’ Ian replied, ‘but that’s not why I’m here.’

‘Oh,’ Sean said, letting a spit of annoyance seep through his voice, ‘and why are you here?’

‘I’m out of those painkillers we got,’ he said as he took another glass from the kitchen, ‘and I was hoping you’d have some to spare.’

‘Top cabinet,’ Ash replied. ‘Take all you need.’

Sean eyed up his father’s whiskey, regretting now that he hadn’t saved it for another night.

‘Jesus, Ash,’ Ian shouted back to her, ‘you’ve loads in here. Have you not been getting the same headaches as the rest of us?’

‘No,’ she replied, looking down at the pages on the table, wishing perhaps that she hadn’t been disturbed. ‘The only headache I’ve had is listening to you all complaining about them.’

Sean couldn’t quite believe it either. Even with the drill’s work complete, his migraines hadn’t eased in the slightest. He’d simply learned to tolerate them. Though he may have been the excavation’s benefactor, he was decidedly lacking in credentials, and Sean knew better than to open his mouth only to complain when everyone else was being constructive.

Ian approached the table with a glass in one hand and the other chock-full of medicine boxes. ‘Do you mind if I take these so?’

‘Knock yourself out,’ Ash replied. ‘Well, not literally! We still need you bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for tomorrow morning.’

The techie sidled in beside her, closer than Sean had thought to sit. This was turning out to be a night of regrets. Ian was in his late thirties. His black beard was a shapeless blob of fuzz, and a massive clot of the stuff was bound behind the man’s head. Square frames fitted his self-styled IT guy persona, and those squinty eyes behind them were forever glazed with indifference, even when he was genuinely engaged with what someone was saying. Sean had liked him well enough before the man scuppered whatever flimsy hopes he’d envisioned for his night in Ash’s camper.

‘How are we set for tomorrow?’ Sean asked, watching Ian pour out a hefty glass from his father’s bottle without bothering to look at its label.

‘We’re good to go at first light,’ he replied, speaking excitedly but somehow looking as bored as ever. ‘The winch is ready and all the gear we need is in the tent. We’ll send one body down first and then the lights.’ He looked to Ash’s laptop. ‘How’s the footage?’

‘Grainy,’ was all she said, tapping away at the keyboard as though she were still working alone.

Two was company. Three now felt like a crowd. Was anyone else going to pile into the camper before the night was through? Maybe a few of Ash’s students fancied a priceless drop of whiskey before settling into their tents in the far field. Sean had surprised himself by how protective he’d become of it. The value of the bottle – sentimental or otherwise – had never crossed his mind until now.

‘It’s the best we could hope for,’ Ian said, gulping back a mouthful. ‘Those cameras aren’t designed to be used in the pitch—’ He stopped suddenly and looked outside the window where their reflections haunted the black beyond. ‘Did ye hear that?’

‘Hear what?’ Ash asked, airing an obvious incuriosity that made Sean smirk.

‘Nothing,’ Ian replied, frowning down at his whiskey. ‘It’s probably the wind.’

‘There’s not much wind out there tonight,’ Ash said, still focused more on the screen than the ongoing conversation.

‘You really can’t hear it?’ he pressed, looking now to Sean with a seriousness that caught him by surprise. ‘It might well be the wind. You know, it could be singing through cracks in the stone or something.’

‘Singing?’ Sean repeated.

‘Not singing,’ Ian corrected him and, by proxy, himself too. ‘More like talking, like a voice whispering but I can’t quite hear what it’s saying. I’ve been hearing it since we got here. But, I don’t know, it seems louder tonight.’

‘Sounds to me like you need to pop a few of those pills and get a good night’s sleep,’ Ash said to him, finally taking her eyes off the screen. ‘If we’re going down that shaft tomorrow, I don’t need a technician who’s hearing voices.’

Ian feigned a laugh that was far from convincing. ‘It’s the wind. Forget I mentioned it. Speaking of which, have we any idea yet on what we’re climbing into?’

Sean and Ash’s eyes met across the table.

‘How much do you know about the Tuatha Dé Danann?’ he asked him, crossing his arms atop the table, feeling more and more like his father’s son whenever he mentioned them. ‘You might know them as the Sidhe or the fairy folk.’

The techie snorted. ‘You’re taking the piss, are you?’

‘Not even a little bit,’ Sean replied, unsurprised by the man’s flagrant scepticism. ‘As far as our mythology goes, in case you didn’t know, the Tribe of Danu were the most powerful race ever to grace these shores. Tall and pale, always with red or blonde hair and blue or green eyes. Their beauty was, and still is, the stuff of legend.’

He thought of his father’s study and the painting that adorned its wall – The Riders of the Sidhe; a masterpiece, and one of the few works to truly capture them as they once were. It depicted four ashen-skinned riders, strikingly similar to one another in air and feature. The prominence of the chin and the nose was shared across genders, as was their symmetrical uniformity. Theirs was a beauty born from a mathematical equation, lacking any noticeable trait of individuality. All four wore long tunics and headdresses of gold, whilst their steeds were dressed in jewels and caparisons of embellished silk. Birds flocked above them as they coursed the ragged coast, where cobalt blue waves crashed beneath the clouds.

‘Fairies?’ Ian said. ‘Sean, I reckon you need a good night’s sleep more than I do.’

It was always the same – mocking the facts with facetiousness.

‘The truth is there if you look for it,’ Sean said, undeterred, ‘hidden in the old stories and legends, though Christianity did a fine job of covering it up, making the Irish think that gods only existed in the pages of the Bible. And the Tuatha Dé Danann were gods, Ian – immune to age and illness and blessed with the most extraordinary gifts. I know you think this is all bullshit, but just for a moment try to imagine what it would mean for the world if it wasn’t.’

The techie drew the glass to his lips, watching Sean intently, as though waiting for a punchline. ‘And who are these gods exactly? They can’t have been all that popular if everyone’s forgotten about them.’

It was impossible to tell if the man’s interest was genuine or not, but the question alone was all the encouragement Sean needed.

‘Well, there was the Dagda,’ he replied, ‘surely you know who he was?’

Ian stared at him blankly, thus answering that.

‘He’s often referred to as the Great God,’ Sean pressed on. ‘Giant of a man? Big beard? Gifted at everything he put his hand to? About as manly a deity as they come. Really? You mean to tell me that you’ve never heard of the Dagda? Not even in school?’

Ash leaned forward. ‘Tell him what he carried,’ she proposed with a wink.

‘Ah, yes,’ he replied, trying and failing to contain his excitement. ‘The Dagda was said to have had a magical staff. One end was used for killing his enemies and the other had the power to bring the slain back to life.’

Ian smirked at Sean as though he were embarrassed for the man.

‘Sorry, never heard of him,’ he said, looking over to Ash who raised her eyebrows with a grin.

Sean sat back. ‘Okay, well, what about Lugh? The god of sun and light? Magical spear? Fought his own grandfather? None of this rings a bell, no?’

The techie sniggered as he shook his head.

‘This is fucking ridiculous,’ Sean said, making no effort to hide his disappointment in the man’s mental incapacities. ‘What about the Morrigan?’

‘The Morrigan,’ he repeated. ‘Yeah, that sounds familiar enough.’

Ash rolled her eyes. ‘Christ, Ian, don’t get him started on the Morrigan.’

‘Why?’ he asked with a laugh. ‘What is it?’

‘She is his favourite god of the lot of them.’

‘That’s not true,’ Sean replied, chuckling at the accusation. ‘You know I don’t keep favourites.’

Ian removed his glasses and pinched between his eyes. ‘What’s so great about this Morrigan of yours?’ he asked. ‘And I don’t want to hear about any more magical sticks.’

‘She was the god associated with war, death, and destiny,’ Ash replied, drawing Ian’s attention as he fixed his glasses back on. ‘Her name translates as Great Queen or Phantom Queen.’

‘Or Nightmare Queen,’ Sean put in before taking another short sip of his father’s whiskey.

‘Okay, so she’s a fucking queen,’ Ian said. ‘Big deal.’

Ash couldn’t keep from giggling at the man’s refusal to be even mildly impressed.

‘It was said that she had the ability to turn into anything,’ Sean said reverently.

‘Anything?’ Ian repeated untrustingly.

‘She was the most gifted shapeshifter of them all,’ he replied. ‘Stories tell of her turning into an eel and a wolf, amongst other things, morphing her body in ways that we mortals can only imagine.’

‘So,’ the techie said, ‘if what you’re saying is true, then this Morrigan of yours could sprout massive spider legs, if she wanted. Or even wings?’

The man was finally asking the right questions.

‘Exactly,’ Sean replied. ‘The most famous of all her transformations was that of a crow or raven. It’s said that she would fly over battlefields, inspiring her warriors, and summoning the full extent of their strength and savagery to win their wars.’

‘And that,’ Ash added, ‘is why history records her as being something of a bad omen. If you ever saw her soaring in the sky above your head, then you can be certain that some people are going to die.’

Sean nodded as she spoke, enjoying the unplanned tagging system that they’d adopted. ‘This might sound a bit out there,’ he said, talking only to Ash now, ‘but I reckon the Morrigan had some sort of telepathic powers too.’

Ash let her head loll back in mock exhaustion. ‘Of course you do.’

‘Hear me out,’ Sean said, slapping on the table to call her back to him. ‘I don’t think it was just the sight of her that incited her kind to kill. What if she could get inside their heads, turning them into the most violent versions of themselves? That’d explain why they were so difficult to defeat in battle. And apparently she used to fuck with the minds of their enemies too – you know, like visions – making them think they’d foreseen their own deaths as a kind of false fate.’

‘Nightmare Queen,’ Ash said through a smile. ‘I guess it makes sense when you put it like that.’

‘What happened to these gods of yours so?’ Ian asked, leaning in between them. ‘Where are they now?’

‘Nobody knows,’ Ash replied, sitting back, looking to Sean. ‘The Milesians arrived sometime around 1700 BCE and soon after—’

‘Milesians?’ Ian cut in. ‘Who are they? More gods?’

She shook her head and grinned at the question. ‘No, for the most part, history records them as being mere mortals, just like you. They were actually the ancestors of the Irish people, so you probably have some Milesian blood in you somewhere. Their one claim to fame is their defeat of the Tuatha Dé Danann.’

‘They defeated them?’ Ian asked, and for the first time since Sean had met the man his curiosity seemed legit. ‘But how did they manage to do that if they were up against gods?’

‘No idea,’ Ash replied, spinning her glass on the table with those long, elegant fingers of hers. ‘The records are pretty chaotic, to be honest. One version of events say that there was no great conflict between them at all. Apparently, the Tuatha Dé Danann had the power to foretell the future and knew that their end was coming, so they built their underground kingdoms before the Milesians even arrived. Or who knows, maybe there was a war. The ancient and the beautiful facing off against a horde of ugly little humans. Either way, the two races came to share the island in the end. Your ancestors above ground in the light, and the old gods beneath it, in the dark. Hardly seems fair, if you ask me.’

Sean caught Ash’s eye. ‘There’s another interpretation too,’ he said. ‘My father theorised that they lived side by side for a while in some semblance of harmony, sharing Ireland between them. Gods and mortals coexisting, if you can believe that?’

Ian chuckled. ‘And why, tell me, would gods share the place with a crowd of dirty humans?’

‘The Milesians arrived during an age of peace,’ Sean replied. ‘The battles that have come to almost define the Tuatha Dé Danann were long over. Giants had been slain. Honour had been proven. Even gods can only fight so many wars before they, too, grow tired of all the bloodshed. And besides, you have to remember that our ancestors posed no threat to them when they landed on these shores. I’ve often wondered what it would have been like to clamber from their ships and see them for the first time.’

‘So they really were stunning then,’ Ian said, toasting the thought with his glass. ‘What was it you said, they were all blondes and redheads? Not so bad, if that’s your thing.’

‘My father and I spent years trying to recreate their appearance, gleaning all we could from ancient texts and any depictions we could find. Theirs wasn’t a beauty born from inherent genes or a cocktail of blood like ours, instead they sculpted their faces using the golden ratio – a principle in mathematics whereby every aspect would have exhibited perfect balance and symmetry – a beauty that was, to put it quite simply, flawless.’

‘Sculpted their faces?’ the techie repeated.

Ash nudged an elbow into his side. ‘This is what you might call a Kilmartin theory,’ she whispered to him mischievously.

Sean chuckled. ‘Yeah, you could call it that. My father believed it, and so do I.’ He looked to Ian who was still awaiting his answer. ‘Though this isn’t exactly an accepted strand of our mythology, there are definitely sufficient sources to make a strong argument for it. I believe that the Tuatha Dé Danann were a race of changelings. Not just some of them, as the texts do in fact record, but all of them. And in order to blend into this world they took on a human guise. But they made themselves too beautiful and too perfect, so they were always fated to stand out. I guess it’s understandable, if you were to make any face you could, why would you make an ugly one?’

‘You still haven’t answered my question,’ the techie said, reaching for the bottle.

‘Oh,’ Sean said, ‘and what was that?’

‘Why did these smoking-hot gods of yours let the humans move in on top of them?’ he asked, pouring out a greedy half-glass for himself. ‘I mean, it sounds like they were doing pretty all right for themselves without us.’

Ash had slouched back, outwardly enjoying Sean’s impromptu lecture. The night’s direction had finally found its true north. This was the chance he’d been waiting for to finally make an impression on her.

‘Well,’ Sean replied, sitting straight, ‘it’s easy to understand why the humans were so eager to learn from the Tuatha Dé Danann. Not only would they have interpreted their collective beauty as something godlike, but they’d have marvelled at their relics too – weapons and treasures unlike any seen on their journeys. When you encounter another civilisation that is superior to you in every way conceivable, then the only smart option is not to challenge them, but to learn from them, to align yourself to their prosperity. And so, to answer your question, Ian, it’s my belief – as it was my father’s – that the gods saw our once docile ancestors as pets. Their lifespans were short. Physically and mentally speaking we didn’t even register as their rivals. Without war or any campaign to occupy their immortal lives, I think that the Tuatha Dé Danann were curious. Why not live alongside the mortals, if only to watch them.’

‘But why though?’ Ian asked, resting his elbows on the table, throwing questions across it like a child with too much imagination and too little knowledge to think for himself.

‘Maybe they wanted to learn from them too,’ Sean replied. ‘Mortality – and the fragile life it promised – must have been of immense interest to them.’

‘And what do you reckon happened that upset this harmony?’

Sean hummed aloud as he rifled through the shelves of theories that lined his mind, settling on his favourite and, coincidently, also his father’s.

‘Whenever there are two disparate tiers of society,’ he replied, ‘peace can become a fragile luxury. Something must have happened – a defining event, perhaps in a single day or over the course of many. But the trust between them was compromised, and without trust there could be no harmony. Strange as it may sound, I believe that it was the gods who were betrayed. How else could these beautiful beings have been imprisoned under the earth by mere men?’

‘But you just told me that you didn’t know what happened to them,’ Ian said, feeling around for faults in the chronology.

‘We don’t,’ Sean replied, lifting his glass, ‘but maybe we’ve finally found the answer.’

The techie didn’t take his eyes off him, akin to all the sceptics who’d studied his father’s conviction without some primaries of their own to truly challenge him. But Ian’s cynical armour just suffered its first chink.

‘Weren’t you taught as a kid to keep away from the fairy folk?’ he asked Sean, holding that grin of his as though he somehow held the upper hand.

‘I was also told that there was a pot of gold at the end of every rainbow. This is why we do our own research.’

A sudden flurry of knocks hammered on the door.

‘Hello!’ someone called out. ‘Aisling, are you in there?’

It must have been one of her team. An unmistakable urgency to the voice led Sean to assume the worst. One of them must have twisted their leg in a grike or tripped and plummeted down the shaft. Ian took the lead and stormed down to the door.

‘What’s happened?’ he asked the one outside.

‘It’s Ellie,’ they replied, ‘something’s wrong with her.’

Sean looked to Ash. ‘Who?’

‘Eleanor,’ she replied, ‘she’s a student. Final year. One of the volunteers.’

Ian returned to the table and quaffed his glass clean before speaking. ‘You’d better get dressed, Ash,’ he said. ‘We need to head up there and see what’s going on.’

‘Is everything okay?’ Sean asked, sitting forward.

‘Obviously not,’ the techie replied, glowering down at him. ‘Come on, you can drink your fancy whiskey when we’re done.’

*

Atop the surface, Sean saw the team bunched around the entrance to the shaft, just as he’d feared, flouting the one instruction he’d given them. Breathless from his ascent with both calves burning from its demands, he took a moment to gather himself.

‘They shouldn’t be so close to the opening,’ he gasped. ‘I told everyone to keep away from it.’

The one who’d raced down to Ash’s camper edged in beside him, fit enough to walk unfazed. He was a boy of barely twenty with a shock of curly hair and a palpable unease to his eyes. Sean had no recollection of seeing him before. But the students were Ash’s responsibility, not his, and she’d obviously been going too easy on them if this was any measure of their obedience.

‘We weren’t,’ he said, sounding even younger than he looked. ‘They’re only there because we had to stop Ellie.’

‘Stop her from what?’ Sean spat, recommencing his approach with aching legs, weakening by the step, trying to work his weight so as to hide the tremors in his knees. ‘What was she doing?’

Ian was suffering too by the looks of it, his lungs expelling more cold air than they were taking in. Ash not so much; her strides were lissom as ever as all three of them made their way towards the commotion. A few heads turned. Incoherent whispers heralded their arrival on the scene, like a gaggle of kids in a schoolyard milling around a fight they’d done nothing to stop.

‘I don’t know,’ the student replied. ‘She was…’ He was upsetting himself, sniffing back the words that he should have been speaking.

‘It’s okay,’ Ian said to him, placing a comforting hand on the boy’s shoulder.

‘She was trying to get down into the cavern,’ he said eventually, staring down at his shoes. ‘We had to stop her.’

The crowd parted. Sean counted maybe twenty bodies and yet he heard only one voice, presumably that of Ellie, quietly sobbing in the silence that they’d kept sacred for reasons yet unknown. His first concerns weren’t for the student pinned down on her back by the strong arms of two others. Instead he stepped through the knocked barriers for a better look at his discovery, worried more about his child than its babysitters. The planks that kept it secure were still in place; exactly as they had been laid. But in that garish white light that stretched long shadows across the stone, he noticed scratch marks in their timber, smeared in blood and the painted nails cracked from Ellie’s fingers.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ Ash asked, kneeling down beside the girl.

Ellie’s two custodians didn’t relinquish their hold. They were little older than the boy who’d raised the alarm. Neither offered any answer. Like the other undergraduates in attendance, both were visibly shaken by the night’s sudden twist of temperament.

‘Get it out of my head,’ Ellie whispered, exhausted from whatever had happened. ‘Make it stop.’

‘What did she say?’ Ian said, stepping closer to her. ‘Get what out of her head?’

‘She was hearing voices,’ someone said from the crowd.

‘Voices?’ Ian repeated with a notable quiver.

Sean made his best effort to appear useful. ‘Everyone stand back, okay. Give her some space.’

He crouched down beside Ash who was examining Ellie’s bloodstained hands. What kind of madness was this? She’d tried to claw her way into the shaft like an animal. Ash looked to those standing around them, picking out the only one who’d demonstrated the courage to speak.

‘What kind of voices?’ she asked her.

‘I don’t know,’ the girl replied, arms crossed as though the act of answering had caused a chill to seep through her pink padded jacket. ‘We were drinking over by the tent and Ellie thought she’d heard someone.’ She glanced nervously around at all those watching her. ‘I didn’t hear anything. No one did. And then we were all talking and I didn’t realise that she’d walked away from us. And then we saw her here.’ The girl drew a hand over her mouth as she stared down at her friend. ‘She was scratching at the ground, screaming as if someone was trapped down there. But there was no one. We haven’t touched the entrance since you sealed it up.’

‘What was she saying?’ Ash asked, perfectly composed.

‘I don’t know. She wasn’t make any sense.’

Ellie’s convulsions seemed to be calming. She looked spent, her face awash with tears. Her fingers were lightly folded. Sean noticed one nail in particular, protruding high from the quick, clinging on by the barest thread of skin. She needed medical attention. But he hoped it could wait until morning. Any intervention by the emergency services might bring into question the safety of the dig, and far greater dangers lay ahead of them than the mental well-being of a girl who clearly wasn’t well.

Ian called for everyone’s attention. ‘Has anyone else heard anything…’ here he hesitated ‘…unusual? I know we’ve all been having a hard time of it up here. And that drill didn’t do us any favours.’

‘I’ve been hearing some strange things,’ a boy at the back said.

‘Okay,’ Ian said, acknowledging him with a nod, ‘will anyone who has heard anything strange please put your hand up?’

Sean couldn’t believe it. Every single person, with a little encouragement from those around them, raised their hand into the air.

‘Voices?’ Ian asked, looking to each of the crew individually.

They all confirmed the impossible.

Sean couldn’t let this hamper his discovery. They were just kids, isolated and overworked; of course they’d let their imaginations get the best of them. The drill alone was proof of how the Burren’s hidden honeycomb of hollows amplified every sound and caused echoes to linger long after they were welcome. Ian had said it himself: the wind played its stones like an instrument, singing and screaming and making the empty air fucking whisper.

‘I think everyone’s overreacting,’ Sean said. ‘What you’re hearing aren’t voices. Think about it – that doesn’t make any sense. There has to be a rational explanation.’

Ian was sucking his gums as he watched him speak, unimpressed. ‘Says the man with the fairies.’

‘The party’s over,’ Sean snapped back. ‘Take Ellie down to base camp and we’ll see to it that she gets help first thing in the morning. We can’t do much more until then. If anyone else wants to leave, by all means do what you want. But we’ve got a lot of work to do. And when we enter that cavern tomorrow, the only voices I want you to listen to are mine and Ash’s, do you understand me?’

Their silence wasn’t the answer Sean had been hoping for, but it was all he’d expected.
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MINA

The clock on the wall read near noon. She wiped the table clean with her sleeve, conscious of the camera in the room’s corner watching her dribble coffee from a paper cup. The weight of the handcuffs made drinking next to impossible; she’d barely the energy to keep her eyes open never mind lift her hands. Memories of the night before scattered around Mina’s skull like marbles, and her whole body flinched whenever they cracked together. Flashes of images. The echo of sounds. Sirens and car doors slamming. That unrelenting urge to run throbbed through her legs, keeping heels high and toes pinned to the floor. But she wasn’t going anywhere.

The walls were white stone with flecks of grey by the floor where a careless paintbrush had missed its mark. The tiles, too, were coloured only by the past scuff of dirty soles; darkest around the two chairs on either side of the table, facing one another like a romantic dinner date under thin halogen light. Half an hour had passed and still Mina waited, though she’d no idea yet what for. But going on recent form, whenever life surprised her, it was more often a cold storm than a warm ray of sunshine.

The Gardaí had arrived on the scene too late to witness the dizzying heights of her hysteria. Whoever called them must have seen her barrelling onto the road, risking more lives than just her own. There hadn’t been an accident per se, but that didn’t mean there couldn’t have been, and she was probably being held accountable for that possibility. Any who’d loitered around, be it through concern or selfish curiosity, were seen holding their phones aloft, snapping the battle-scarred state of Peadar’s jeep and the trembling creature that crawled from its driver’s seat. Mina hadn’t the awareness to stop them. But there was safety in numbers. That was why the watchers had fallen back, and that’s why she made no attempt to run. For the first time in a long time, she’d been safest amongst strangers.

Footsteps and the jangle of keys approached the door only to pass it by. Mina squeezed her eyes shut as she tried to recall the extent of her freak-out from the night before. The watchers must have finally scraped away whatever sanity she’d cemented around her cracks. She’d asked everyone in the vicinity if they’d seen them, screaming at faces, grabbing any who’d averted their eyes, but none had witnessed a thing. The dark shapes had melted into the night before a single headlight had chance to cast their shadow. Bystanders huddled together, isolating Mina as the threat – this sweaty wreck whose warnings stoked their fears for all the wrong reasons. One mother even laid an open palm over her child’s eyes, shielding her from the whole sorry spectacle. It was easy to condemn when the judges outnumbered the accused.

Her head was too frazzled to count the consequences of what she had done. She’d told the Guards everything, garbled as it must have been. It was as though she couldn’t stop herself; the floodgates that she’d held shut since the woodland came crashing open, and the truth finally washed wild and free. Anyone who’d witnessed Mina’s behaviour was well within their rights to denounce her. Only after a doctor came – took a blood sample, remarked on her substandard BMI, and administered some pills that she’d snapped from his hand like sweets – did she start to utter anything resembling sense. At that stage, however, the Guards were well past the point of listening. Without patience, how could there have been any sympathy?

But the proof was there to be found – in Ciara’s home, in the guest house. Mina had warned them of what they’d be walking into, as she knew they didn’t carry firearms, and their hi-vis fucking jackets weren’t going to keep them safe. The soundest tactic, or so she’d told them, was to lock the creatures up before revealing that they knew the truth of what they were. She’d even detailed how to see through a watcher’s disguise. Christ, she must have said leaner and longer so many times that the words lost all meaning. Some had the kindness to keep a straight face. Others not so much; nudging elbows to share in the joke, as though the darkness of her situation had somehow brightened their day.

A high-pitched beep sounded through the room. Mina flinched back in her chair and gave the table one last quick wipe-down before the door clicked open.

‘Mina,’ a woman said, closing it behind her, ‘how are you feeling this morning?’

Her shoes wore a wooden heel – a stylistically ridiculous choice considering how the emptiness of the room cursed even the shortest syllable with an echo. Rusty red hair was tied back tight in a ponytail, accentuating the sharpness of her nose and giving the woman a distinctly birdlike profile. A few freckles sprinkled around her cheeks constituted the only colour on that plainest of faces. She was the kind of stranger that Mina used to sketch on a whim, only to later realise how little she liked the look of her. The woman wasn’t especially tall, but between the smart grey suit and a noticeable precision to her movements, she carried herself like a giant.

‘Tired,’ Mina replied, opting to speak more sparingly.

She’d slept overnight in a high-ceilinged cell, on a bed within an arm’s reach of a toilet seat; a room built for the sole purpose of sleeping because it offered nothing worth staying awake for. Her erratic behaviour coupled with the fact that she’d ploughed onto a busy road, driving a jeep that wasn’t hers, gave the Guards due cause to keep her overnight. This she could understand, and so Mina deferred without complaint. Besides, sad as it was, she’d nowhere else to go. They hadn’t treated her like a criminal or a victim, just a fly in the ointment of an otherwise uneventful night.

‘My name is Detective Lynch, Mina, and I’ve been assigned to your case.’

‘My case?’ she repeated, her socked feet tapping quietly under the table.

‘That’s correct,’ the woman confirmed as she dragged the other chair across the tiles and joined her at the table, placing a folder down between her elbows.

‘Is my parrot okay?’ Mina asked.

‘Yes, your parrot is fine. I wouldn’t worry about that now.’

There would never be a moment when Mina wasn’t worried about the little guy.

‘Did you go to the addresses that I told you about? You need to catch them before they realise what you know.’

‘Let’s slow it down,’ Lynch said, examining the top page as she spoke. ‘I’ve read the report on the events of last night, the witness statements, and your own deposition. What you’ve told us is certainly unusual, Mina, and there are a few grey areas that I’d like to add some much-needed colour to before we get to those addresses you gave us.’

The coldness of the woman’s demeanour caused Mina to tense up. It’d been naïve to hope that she’d be celebrated as some kind of hero – the first one to finally expose the watchers’ existence. But the detective hadn’t offered her so much as a smile since she’d entered the room. Her only reward thus far had been a tepid cup of coffee and a squeaky mattress with bedlinen light as cheap lace.

‘Firstly,’ the woman began, looking up from the page, ‘the vehicle that you were driving was not your own, correct?’

‘Yes,’ Mina replied, fixing her posture, ‘that’s correct.’

‘It’s registered under a Peadar Sheridan. And the damage to it – which was quite extensive, as listed here – was caused by…’ Lynch’s eyes returned to her report ‘…changelings.’

Mina swallowed hard as she nodded. It was weird to hear another person say it.

The woman looked at her disappointedly before she spoke again. ‘And these changelings are what people would commonly refer to as fairies, is that right? That’s what I have written here.’

‘I wouldn’t call them that personally, no. But some people do.’

‘But you did, Mina,’ Lynch said sternly. ‘Last night, when we brought you into the station, you said that you had been chased by fairies, and that they’ve been hiding amongst us and replacing people. You reiterated many times that they can impersonate someone’s appearance, that they can copy our faces, and that they’re leaner and longer. This is what you told us, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it is,’ Mina replied, suddenly feeling uncomfortably warm. ‘I should have explained it better, I know. If you would just go to the houses that I told you about, trust me you’ll—’

‘We did,’ the woman interjected, studying Mina’s reaction.

Mina sat forward, scraping the legs of her chair closer to the table. ‘Is everyone okay? Was anyone hurt? Jesus Christ, why didn’t you fucking tell me?’

Lynch returned to her folder. ‘Peadar and June Sheridan,’ she read aloud before meeting Mina’s expectant gaze with a frown. ‘We spoke to both of them and—’

‘That wasn’t them,’ Mina snapped. ‘I already warned you that—’

The woman silenced her with a sharp raise of her hand. ‘Let me continue, please. We spoke to both of them and we told them exactly what you told us. Neither Peadar nor June Sheridan have ever met you, Mina. You said that you lived in a cottage that they’d refurbished for their daughter Caroline, and that she has been living in…’ eyes searched the page …‘Australia. Well, that also isn’t true. Caroline was there. We spoke to all three of them. But, Mina, there is no trace that you were ever there. Everything in that cottage belongs to Caroline. We showed them a photograph of you and they agreed that you do bear a striking resemblance to her, so there’s no doubt that any one of them would have remembered you.’

Mina’s breathing was growing more frantic. The white walls of the room seemed to be closing in. She placed both palms flat on the table, trying to steady herself, but still the floor kept on keeling back and forth.

‘Were you following Caroline Sheridan?’ the detective asked, her expression as sterile as their surroundings.

‘She’s not even in the country,’ Mina replied, speaking to the table and not the woman. ‘I’ve already told you this.’

‘Given how similar you look, we have to explore the possibility that you’ve developed some kind of obsession with the woman.’

Mina’s weary head rose to meet Lynch in the eye. But there were no words.

‘Was it your intention to somehow replace Caroline Sheridan?’ the detective asked. ‘Is that why you were—’

‘What about the village?’ Mina stammered, cutting the woman off mid-question. ‘Did you go there? There might be more of them.’

‘We did,’ Lynch replied, visibly unimpressed by the interruption, but content to further twist her knife in Mina’s narrative. ‘No one – not even this Tom McGinty you mentioned – has any recollection of meeting you. And can I add, Mina, that it’s a small community. The tourist trade died off there a long time ago, so it’s more than reasonable to assume that somebody would remember you if you lived there for as long as you say you did.’

Mina imagined the watchers scrabbling across the village’s narrow streets, smashing through doors and windows, descending on all those helpless people – engulfing, maiming, killing, replacing. Warm blood on the coolest breeze, the stain of which would remain long after all were dead. She thought of those faces pinned to her wall – so full of character and nuance and beauty – now worn by the very creatures that had torn their lives asunder.

‘They aren’t human,’ Mina whispered. ‘You have to believe me.’

Had they already taken their pick of whose lives they would each inhabit? A whole village more bustling now than ever before, and yet there wasn’t a single human soul amongst them. It couldn’t be called a ghost town anymore, not when it was populated solely by devils.

‘I’m trying to understand your version of events, Mina. But nothing that you’ve told us lines up with what we’ve found. There’s no proof that you were where you say you were. And everyone that you’ve accused of being…’ here the detective hesitated ‘…a fairy has been more than compliant in our investigation. Which is more than I can say for you.’

Every truth had been twisted into a more convincing lie. But there was still Ciara. Mina’s grief was too fresh to be processed. She’d improvised a myriad of hopeful scenarios as to how she might still be alive but knew deep down that these were merely temporary bandages to cover the wound. The watchers had taken her identity; John’s, too. But they lacked the knowledge of their lives to convincingly support the masquerade. The simplest line of questioning could reveal what they were – it could provoke them into shifting form. Then there’d be no way to doubt the credibility of Mina’s warnings.

‘What about the Ciara you spoke to?’ she asked, clasping her hands together to keep them still. ‘Did she sell you some fucking bullshit story too? Look at the photographs in the sitting room – you’ll see how close we were. Ask her about me! And what about her dead husband? Were you talking to him too? Jesus, this is fucking insane.’

‘Dead husband?’ the detective repeated. ‘To my understanding, the man is classed as missing.’

Mina scrunched up her eyes, fighting back the tears. ‘Did you go there?’ she asked. ‘Just tell me.’

Lynch bit down on her lip before answering. ‘The house was empty, Mina. We visited it in the early hours of this morning. We found traces of blood. The door had been broken. A coat and a pair of boots, assumedly yours, were on the driveway. It begs the question why you were in such a rush to get away from there.’

‘You think I did this?’ she whispered, pressing her forehead into the table’s cool steel. ‘You think I killed her, don’t you?’

‘Why don’t you just tell me where she is?’

‘I don’t fucking know where she is!’ Mina snapped back.

The detective sat back straight, unamused by the outburst.

‘The evidence against your innocence is quite strong, Mina,’ she said.

She lifted her head. ‘What evidence? I haven’t done anything. Why would I kill my best friend?’

‘The crime scene investigation is still ongoing and these procedures take time. But, despite what you’ve just told me, there are no photographs of you to be found anywhere, Mina. We’ve discovered only two sets of fingerprints inside the house – those belonging to you and your so-called best friend. And there is also the question of all those missed calls. It presents us with the possibility that you were harassing this young woman.’

‘I wasn’t…’ Her voice trailed off to sadness.

‘There are over a hundred missed calls from last night alone. Everything that you’ve told us, Mina, contradicts the evidence that we’ve found. We have facts and we have your fairy tales.’

‘I’m not lying to you,’ Mina said, slowly swiping the tears from both cheeks. ‘Please, if I could find Madeline, she’d be able to show you that I’m not mad.’

The detective considered her with noted distrust. ‘And who is Madeline? This is the first time you’ve mentioned this name.’

‘She’s a friend. She’s one of them. But she’s not like them. She’s…’

Mina gave up. The truth was more incriminating than her silence. Everything she’d said could be used against her. Even those who the watchers had killed, they too splashed more blood on the canvas of her sanity, painting her portrait with delusion.

‘She’s what, Mina?’

The detective had spoken as Madeline would have; it was the same inflection. She stared into Lynch’s eyes, searching for something she might have missed, but this served only to make the woman rise uneasily from the table.

‘I’ll see to it that your case is handled compassionately, Mina,’ she said, pushing her chair back into place.

‘I’m not mad.’

But the woman had made her mind up. Mina could plead her innocence all she wanted. Nobody would listen. She thought of Bridget Cleary, screaming for mercy on the floor of her kitchen; helpless, hopeless, accused of being something she wasn’t.

‘Wait,’ Mina said as Lynch turned to leave. ‘Even if you don’t want to believe a word I say, I need you to do something for me. Please, you can’t understand how important it is.’

The detective wedged her folder under her armpit. ‘And what’s that?’

‘There’s a man called Sean Kilmartin,’ Mina replied, trying to temper her words. ‘He’s on the Burren right now and he’s digging down into it because he thinks he’s found some fucking lost history or something, I don’t know. But they’re down there – the changelings that I told you about. You have to warn him, please. Everybody on that site is going to die otherwise.’

Lynch stared at her – dumbfounded – as though Mina had just spoken in some unknown language.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she said eventually before closing the door behind her, leaving Mina to sadly adjust to the scant space between those four walls; a prison cell couldn’t have been much larger.

She thought of a story her mum had told her once. Strange how the memory can hoard so much horror and yet jettison happiness. Whenever the tragedy supposedly occurred, the winter had been especially cruel, chasing every beast into its burrow and frosting the black fields a snow white. An elderly man – whose name sadly hadn’t survived with the tale – got both of his feet sucked into the bog. He hadn’t walked far from his back door, apparently. But no matter, the cold earth refused to give him back what was rightfully his, and when his wife saw him waving – panicked and shivering like a reed in the wind – she’d come to help, only to suffer the same fate; stuck in the same fucking mud. Their bodies were discovered some days later, too far apart to reach one another, but close enough to talk, assuming the icy air hadn’t frozen their lips shut. There were still moments – even now, years later – when Mina wondered what they would have spoken about. How long had they suffered before their cries for help had turned to goodbyes?

When does a situation become so dire that the only choice is to surrender?
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SEAN

The nightmares lingered like a fever long into the morning, when the earliest inklings of light called the crew to arms. Judging by all those weary eyes that met his own, Sean’s restless sleep wasn’t an isolated case. Three of their number had quit, citing some conjectural trauma that they’d each held the drill responsible for – hardly cause enough to sue. They had travelled with Ellie to the nearest hospital. From there, Sean didn’t care where they went. He’d put it down to their age; weak in mind as they were in life experience, and far too mollycoddled to endure a day’s work. But secretly, he couldn’t blame them for wanting to be far from that place after what happened. No matter how many of Ash’s crew remained on site, the cold and the dark were the Burren’s long-term residents and their presence had an indelible hold over it.

Sean hadn’t volunteered to go down first. There were, after all, other – more expendable – personnel who could have acted as their proverbial guinea pigs until they were sure of the chamber’s stability. But it had been Ash who’d proposed the idea, and who was he to deny a lady’s request? She’d been upfront about her reasons. This wasn’t a demonstration of their noble benefactor’s bravery, spurious as it may have been. Her only interest lay in the headline it would inspire when the journalists came sniffing around for their stories. Playing the game, was what she’d called it, which made Sean feel all the more like a sacrificial pawn.

Ian secured the belt around his harness. ‘Right, Sean, you’re good to go. How’s that feel?’

The techie’s frosty reception had thawed with the rising sun. But morale was oppressively low across the board. This was the pivotal moment they’d all worked towards and yet it felt as though Sean were being lowered into his own grave, such was the moroseness of all those mourners gathered around him.

‘Tight,’ he replied. ‘But tight is good,’ he added, glancing down at the hole beneath him.

‘This dig is going to take longer than we thought,’ Ash whispered in his ear as she leaned in closer to turn on his hard hat’s lamp. ‘And if we’re to attract some funding, then we might as well make use of your name. Your father still has quite a fan base and some of them are probably pretty wealthy.’

She took a step back and slipped a camera out of her coat pocket.

‘We’re not broke yet, Ash,’ he said, gripping his gloved hand around the chain supporting him.

‘If you give me a half-decent smile, you never will be. Trust me, I’ll have you on the front page of every newspaper by tomorrow morning.’

‘Are we good?’ Ian asked, airing his impatience.

‘Absolutely not,’ Sean replied to which a few around him giggled nervously. ‘But let’s get it over with. The sooner I’m down there, the sooner all of you can follow me.’

‘Scared of the dark, are we?’ Ian scoffed.

It might have been better if he had overdosed on painkillers the night before.

Sean forced a smile. ‘I’m more scared of falling through it actually. But thanks for your concern.’

The hardest part was stepping off solid ground and relinquishing his fate to the chain.

‘Try to hold it steady, Sean,’ Ian said, crouched by the winch. ‘I’m going to send you down now, okay? It’s a piece of piss. So long as you don’t unclip that harness until you reach the bottom, you’ll be grand.’

After a resounding click, his new toy began to groan, loud enough to cause a few bystanders to wince. Memories of the drill were obviously still fresh in their minds. The chain unfurled, lowering him into the shaft in slow and steady increments. He kept his eyes on Ash as she mouthed good luck to him. A final photograph was snapped before his head sank beneath the surface – one for the front pages and hopefully not his last.

Sean pawed his fingers and the toes of his boots down the sheer granite to keep his balance. It was tighter than he’d expected, and every breath of air and scratch of stone reverberated around him, echoing up to the opening above and diving into the abysmal depths below. He couldn’t hear the winch’s motor anymore. Glancing up to where the daylight had shrunk to the size of a lonely star, Sean was stricken by a sudden sense of loneliness. And as always, whenever he’d no one else to turn to, it was his father’s ghost who kept him company.

He’d dreamt of him again that night, when he’d tossed and turned and soaked a cold sweat into his bedsheets. Even now, in this most singular of predicaments – when he should have been wholly focused on not falling to his death – memories of it hounded his thoughts with its grim and ghastly imagery, like a stain he couldn’t blink from his eyes.

The nightmare’s vividness was startling. He’d seen his father standing behind a vast pane of glass; a sorry reincarnation of the man he’d once adored in reality; deathly gaunt, unkempt, and with shoulders sunken from a profound hopelessness. Despite the surrealism of that dreamscape, it was heartbreaking to behold what he’d been reduced to. His eyes were so flush with terror, flitting everywhere and yet focusing on nothing. Sean had the vaguest recollection of trying to catch his father’s attention, but the man might as well have been blind.

‘You okay in there?’ Ash called down, not bothering to use the radios.

Her voice was impossibly far away.

‘Yeah, I’m all right,’ Sean replied between breaths. ‘Hanging on.’

What his father wouldn’t have given to be in his shoes and in that harness.

Missing wasn’t the same as dead. Death was conclusive. It closed the book on a man’s life. The fact of his father never being found left those final pages blank and frustratingly ambiguous. Did his remains lie skeletonised in a tomb like this one? Or was he still alive, living out his last years in one of those woodlands he’d obsessed over in his final months? One possibility Sean knew to rule out – he certainly wasn’t imprisoned in some room of fucking glass. Dreams never consorted with the truth. They were but a symptom of a man’s exhaustion, and he’d found little sleep since the dig had begun.

Sean’s boots suddenly slid down into nothing. He’d left the shaft behind him and now dangled like a bait on a hook in the darkness. His lamp illumed the myriad stalactites that grew from the ceiling, but elsewhere – as he lowered toward the chamber floor – there was nothing within reach of his light to break all that black.

‘Okay, Sean,’ Ian’s voice came over the radio, its echo scattering in every direction, ‘unclip your harness and I’ll take the chain back up. I’m going to send you down a halogen so you don’t get lost down there, okay?’

‘Roger that,’ he replied, his voice booming as though he stood in an empty auditorium.

Finally, after what felt like a long lifetime of planning and preparation, he’d made it, and the sheer weight of wonder in that moment was almost too much to bear.

‘Sean,’ Ash said through the radio, ‘hang tight until we’ve lowered the light down to you. Don’t go wandering off just yet.’

‘Okay, I’ll stay put.’

‘And don’t worry,’ she added, ‘I’ll be coming down to keep you company in a moment.’

The radio’s crackle dispersed into the darkness. Never had he known a silence to be so loud – so alive and tangible. It was as if another presence occupied the chamber with him, though Sean knew that to be impossible. And yet his senses – more alert than ever – detected something in its unseen depths. Moisture perhaps, or the faintest trace of air creeping through some timeworn cleft in the cavern’s stone. It was altogether possible that it was a figment of his own overwrought mind; a consequence of the headaches whose stubborn aftershocks had yet to dissipate. But Sean imagined a voice. And though it spoke without words, it wasn’t angry or in any way opposed to him being there.

He was welcome – that’s all he knew as he stood alone amidst the whispering dark of his discovery.

*

When Ash lowered within his reach, Sean patted up her legs until his fingers found the harness. It was all perfectly professional, of course, if perhaps unnecessary, and he was more than aware of that as he held the woman steady, waiting for her feet to touch solid ground.

‘Nice of you to join me,’ he said as he watched her release her belt, bluffing the same casual confidence that contradicted the truth of his headspace.

The halogen had already been set up beneath the shaft, linked by a long cable that snaked up to the surface. No matter how or where they moved, their shadows danced across the walls, often entwined as one. It could have been almost romantic had Ash been of a similar mind to realise it. But so entranced was she by their surroundings that Sean was no more than an idle body blocking the view.

‘It’s amazing,’ she whispered, spinning in a slow pirouette.

The Ogham monopolised her full attention. She’d had only scraps to translate before, with no grander context to comprehend their meaning. And yet now there were more etchings than her eyes could process. That archaeologist’s brain of hers must have been positively pulsating.

The empty harness began to rise. ‘You can prep the volunteers now, Ian,’ Ash said into her radio. ‘They know what they’re doing when they get down here, don’t they?’

‘I should hope so,’ he replied. ‘I’ve gone through it enough times with them.’

Their roles were straightforward enough not to raise too many concerns. Once they’d safely touched down in the chamber, they were to go about setting up the equipment; namely more lights, cameras, and even one for recording the entire operation, as requested by Ash in the case of their discovery meriting a documentary down the line. She’d also set up a video blog on her laptop in the hope of generating some interest in the idea. They weren’t simply uncovering Ireland’s history. Together, they were making it.

‘Okay,’ Ash said, having examined their surroundings with a cautious eye, ‘what do you say we get started? There might be more rooms and passages that we’ve missed, but let’s begin with what we know.’

As detected by the drone during its ill-fated preliminary scan, there was another, smaller chamber adjoining the one they now occupied, and that’s where Ash seemed to be headed. Sean knew that whatever treasures or historical clarity awaited them, he was the one who the world would hold responsible for finding it. But still he was slow to concede to the woman’s lead. Surely, as two equals, an exchange of ideas would have been more applicable to their collaboration.

‘Should we not check out the stairs first?’ he asked her. ‘Surely they’re more—’

‘No, Sean,’ she snapped back, apparently offended by the mere suggestion, ‘not until we’ve more lights down here. And I need to examine it first to see how stable it is. We have to be careful, okay? I don’t know about you, but I’ve no intention of being buried alive today.’

‘Okay, you’re the boss, I guess,’ he said, slightly piqued by the dismissal.

Ash may have been the most qualified person on site, but it would seem she’d forgotten that Sean was still in charge. Were it not for the spark he may or may not have imagined between them, he’d have reminded her of that fact.

‘Watch your step here,’ she whispered back to him as they neared the cavity in the wall.

On closer examination, it looked to be a natural formation, albeit one hollowed out by human tools. Ash ducked her head as she stepped inside, feeling around its stone with her bare hands.

‘Don’t touch anything,’ she said, glancing back to make sure he was listening.

Her condescension caused his fists to clench. Why was she suddenly talking down to him like one of her students? Sean chewed down his chagrin before following her in, determined to touch whatever the fuck he wanted, just as she was doing.

‘Check it out,’ Ash whispered in awe, oblivious to how his mood had curdled.

The room was roughly three hundred square feet in size by Sean’s estimation; poky when compared to the main chamber, but no less intriguing. Their lamps colluded to awaken shapes in its stone; sharp corners, round edges – the handiwork of the ancients – bleeding shadows wherever the white light touched. Sean arched back his head and his lamplight faded into the misty dark above. The room was much taller than it was wide.

Something snapped under his foot, startling him forward like a whipcrack.

‘Be careful,’ Ash barked at him.

‘Sorry,’ was his knee-jerk response, though he regretted it immediately.

He crouched down to examine what he’d stepped on. It wasn’t bone as he’d first suspected and secretly hoped. It was a weathered-looking rod with green scabs glistening across its length; now cracked into two parts from the weight of his boot.

‘What do you make of this?’ he whispered.

‘It looks like copper,’ Ash replied, standing over him. ‘Its atoms react with the oxygen, creating a green patina. It makes it stronger.’

Sean chuckled as he stood back up. ‘It didn’t make it that strong by the looks of it.’

Best to make light of his blunder, if only to advertise to Ash that his role wasn’t beneath her own. It was then that a thought occurred to him, like a voice in his head that was only now making itself heard – was this why he’d been told to dither beneath the shaft until she’d joined him? Either she didn’t trust him to explore without her guidance, or else she wanted to be the first.

A sharp twinge of pain shot through his skull. Sean held his eyes shut until it passed, pressing both hands to his head as though it’d just cracked open in its centre. He heard a whisper in the room but didn’t catch a word of it.

‘What did you say?’ he asked Ash.

Her torch flashed back towards him, blinding his eyes. ‘I didn’t say anything.’

He waved the light out of his face. ‘Can you not do that?’

When his vision returned, Sean saw Ash running her hand around the rim of a stone bowl that reached high above her hips, touching it as she pleased despite instructing him not to. She drew a finger to her nose like a detective studying a crime scene, sniffing at whatever residue had survived on its lip.

‘They were smelting bronze,’ she said.

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Look here,’ she replied, guiding him to the far wall, where huge blocks of stone had been stacked. ‘These were the moulds they used.’

‘Moulds for what?’

‘Judging by what you stepped on,’ she replied, ‘I’d say they were making weapons.’

Ash tread carefully over to the blocks and caressed them like a puzzle that she could unlock by her touch alone. She rose up on the tips of her toes to examine the topside of one of them.

‘Come here,’ she whispered, inviting him over with a flick of her wrist.

Ever obedient in her company whether he liked it or not, Sean did as he was told.

‘Do you see that?’ Ash asked, pointing to the shapes that’d been carved into it. ‘That’s what they were making.’

‘Are they—’

‘Spears,’ she answered before he’d finished asking. ‘But look here – the serrations are facing the wrong way. They’re meant to embed the spearhead in some poor soldier’s body. You know, so that it nearly causes more damage when it’s pulled out.’

‘So what, they’re defective?’

‘No,’ she replied, shaking her head and therefore her light too. ‘These moulds were cut too precisely. It must have been an intentional part of their design.’

‘Is it normal for the serrations to run the entire length of the spear’s shaft?’ Sean asked.

‘No, I’ve never seen that before.’

As always, Ash had all the answers, and every idea or constructive question that Sean brought to the table was quickly dashed aside.

‘Let’s keep moving,’ he said, wincing as another migraine rumbled above his eyes.

Ash reached for his shoulder as he staggered back. ‘Are you okay, Sean? You don’t look so good.’

‘It’s nothing,’ he replied through a grimace. ‘It’s just a headache. It’ll pass in a—’

Again, he heard it – a voice whispering past his ear, speaking to his soul in a language beyond words. Sean’s gaze whipped back to the main chamber, where he imagined the sound of it echoing down those steps, calling to him across the silence.

‘What’s wrong?’ Ash asked him as he stared at her, transfixed by those blue eyes gleaming with concern in the torchlight.

‘I think we should check out that stairway now,’ he said; just the thought of doing so seemed to ease his pain.

‘Sean,’ she replied, smiling to soften the blow, ‘you have to slow down. I don’t think you appreciate the dangers we’re putting ourselves in just by coming down here.’

‘Dangers?’ he repeated. ‘What even is this place, Ash? A forge? The home of some reclusive fucking blacksmith? We need to go down that stairway!’

‘Keep your voice down,’ she replied sharply. ‘We don’t want to—’

‘Hello?’ someone called from the main chamber: the first of the students to make the journey down, and they couldn’t have arrived at a worse moment.

‘We don’t want to what, Ash?’ Sean asked, his distemper swelling.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said, already making her way out of the room. ‘I don’t know what’s gotten into you today, but you need to sort your head out if you want to be a part of this excavation. It’s not a fucking playground, Sean, and the second you stop respecting it, somebody gets hurt.’

With that she was gone, leaving him to stand alone amidst the echo of her words.

Was he acting out of sorts? He kneaded his fingers against his eyelids. The last person he’d expected to have a falling-out with was Ash. But he’d hardly slept. His internal battery was running on empty. And these headaches were starting to play with his mind, making him hear voices that weren’t there.

When he returned to the main chamber, she was standing by the halogen, sharing inaudible whispers with the student; probably instructing where the cameras were to be set up. With their investigation suspended for the time being, Sean maundered around the cavern, his awe overshadowed by their silly squabble. Did he owe Ash an apology? The whole crew was on edge, and none had been the best versions of themselves that morning. It wasn’t like him to react like that. But then, there were moments when even his father – unashamedly placid by nature – would lash out whenever his aspirations were reprehended.

Even now, standing in the very heart of his discovery, memories of the old man scattered like black leaves through his thoughts. There were days when his father’s only remarkable foible had been his distance. Sean remembered those vacant eyes, blind to what sat around the dinner table, seeing only the phantasmal realms of his research. His obsession would command even the lightest conversation, and so Sean’s mother learned to amuse the man, letting him speak of his work lest he should say nothing at all. But whenever he encountered a dead end, his temper was an exposed nerve that they knew not to touch, and he would retire to his study, often disappearing for days at a time.

His father’s faith in his own research was simply that – faith; a blind jump, hoping to land a safe distance from disgrace and death. The hypocrite failed on both accounts. In all his arrogance, he had acted alone, and he’d died the same way. It was these dark and intrusive musings that followed Sean to the stairwell; and though he’d never openly endorse such sentiments, there was no denying they carried some kernel of truth. He glanced back at Ash, still administering orders to a girl who looked half asleep and as uninterested as he’d been in her finicky precautions. He crouched low so as to train his light down the steep decline of steps. Its narrowness wouldn’t accommodate two bodies double file. If Ash’s modus operandi thus far was anything to go by, she’d be leading the descent, leaving Sean to stare at her arse – a back seat passenger in a journey that he was funding.

That same voice pervaded the air. Upon the farthest stone step where his light washed weakest and the dark stood impenetrable as a wall of black, someone had spoken, calling to Sean through the silence. There were no words, but the message had been delivered with an unmistakable coherency. It was telling him to enter, and too bewitched was he to resist.

No hesitation held him back. Sean crept down those steps as though he’d no choice in the matter – as if every decision he’d ever made had led him to this single moment for this very purpose. He groped the walls on either side to keep his footing, treating each tier of stone with a respectful tenderness. Eventually the dead drone came into sight; never had a modern device looked so out of place and unwelcome. It had faltered where he would not. Amidst the dead air, there was only the symphony of each breath echoing around him as those same shapes snared by the drone’s camera began to grow in the lamplight – the mystery was calling to him, unveiling itself with each downward step.

At first, in the hazy fog of the half-light, they resembled a mesh of thorns – their barbed branches static and unmoving. The function of the forge finally made sense. Its spears had been fixed into the passage’s walls. They didn’t reach directly across, as might the bars of a cage. Instead their heads and myriad serrations were all guided down at an angle, aiming toward whatever awaited him at the stairwell’s end. The oddity of Sean’s discovery dawned on him in the darkness. A spear performed one of two purposes – either to attack or to defend. And when immovable, such as these seemed to be, only the latter made sense.

‘Sean,’ Ash called down from above, ‘what are you doing? I told you not to go down there until I’d a chance to examine it.’

Her torchlight stared him down from atop the entrance to the stairwell. He couldn’t have cared less. This was the persona she’d created for him – the son of Professor David Kilmartin and the founder of the phenomenon. It was more than a name. It was his destiny.

She was making her way down to him. But instead of waiting, Sean pressed on. Luckily he was thin enough to sidle through the spears that led all the way down, taking care not to snag himself on any one of their many spikes. Returning to the surface would require a great deal more caution, as they’d been placed to maximise their lethality, leaving trace space to creep between them.

‘Be careful, Sean,’ Ash said, having closed much of the distance between them. ‘We don’t know how safe it is down there. The walls could collapse in on top of you.’

‘They won’t,’ he replied, certain of that fact.

Fifty steps or more led him to the end, crouching and twisting his limbs around those strands of copper that glistered green in the light. The stairway opened out into another chamber, even smaller in dimension than the forge above. There was no height to its ceiling. Sean could have touched it at a stretch had he been so reckless. Its walls were etched with the same Ogham writings – ancient gibberish to his illiterate eyes – and the floor upon which he stood was founded on tiles of stone. Or blocks, perhaps, as there was no gauging their depth. But in the centre of the room, there was set a circular seal of granite, large enough for a body to pass through. Somehow he knew that whatever answers he’d been searching for his entire life, that’s where he would find them. This was why that voice had led him there.

He could hear Ash groaning aloud as she manoeuvred her svelte self between the last spears standing between her and their final destination.

The woman’s voice was infused with frustration as she entered the chamber. ‘You shouldn’t have come down on your—’

The sight of it cut her short in a heartbeat. She walked its perimeter, feeling across the walls and the perfect lines whittled across their every inch, until finally her gaze fell upon the black seal in the floor.

‘It’s another entranceway,’ she whispered. ‘It must go even deeper.’

Their excavation was far from over. Drilling wasn’t an option. This last stretch would be made by human hands and human tools, just like those who’d built it.

‘You need to get your team down here, Ash,’ he said. ‘ASAP.’

The woman stared at him blankly. ‘Why?’

‘Why do you think?’ he replied, finally feeling in control. ‘We’re opening it.’


13

MADELINE

A welcome thinning of the crowd came shortly after lunchtime. Those who she’d seen queueing outside this particular café seemed unperturbed by the impatience that ruled so many of their movements. Madeline was curious as to what all the fuss was about. What could possibly have been worth such a daily sacrifice of time? Especially with their lives being so short.

She’d secured a vacant table on her second pass. Sunlight shone across its lacquer, drawing her to consider the unnatural faults in its grain. Madeline had learned that such things were manufactured in factories – colossal buildings where machines carried out the hardest labour. No hand had pared its corners. No pride of craftsmanship had overseen its standard. These tables were assembled in bulk, each one identical, all of them false. And yet it was humankind’s proclivity to pretend that they were real.

The man who she’d spoken to at the café’s counter arrived outside and placed a small plate atop her table; having been bemused by the array of pastries on offer, she’d asked him to choose one for her. His selection held a crescent shape.

‘I picked you out a croissant,’ he said in great haste as though there were somewhere else he needed to be in that exact moment. ‘Is there anything else I can get you?’

He looked her directly in the face and discerned no dissimilarity to his own species.

‘Water,’ she replied, to which the man retreated back inside, mirroring the same celerity that had led him to her table.

It was far simpler to stay hydrated in the city – a luxury that Madeline alone seemed to relish. Water was provided without trade or question in many of its buildings, though the majority of the humans preferred to pay for a flavoured equivalent. They drank not to placate their thirst, rather they did so for pleasure and as an excuse to share in each other’s company, as though some prop were necessary to justify their conversations.

Madeline’s chair tilted back and forth, the levelness of its legs having been compromised by the uneven cobbles. She steadied it as best she could, aligning her posture with the backrest as she studied the ebb and flow of bodies crossing from both sides. Madeline liked this street. Vehicles were forbidden there, making it quieter than most, and she always had something to watch.

Not a single passer-by looked her way. It was as though she were invisible to the human eye. If her face had faltered without her knowing, then none cared to question it. Only certain behaviours seemed to draw their ire – namely ostentation and belligerence. But the quiet ones, those who watched without interfering, they were never seen.

These humans were nothing like what she remembered. They had been so fragile back then, before the coming of modern medicines. Staying alive had seemed a task beyond most of them. Without water and nourishment, it was remarkable how fast they faded. Shelter and warmth, too, were essential for their thin skin to endure the elements. Countless humans had once succumbed to the winter, their bodies buried to feed the first sprouts of spring. Wounds used to take an age to heal, often falling foul of infection. Even when they did survive this barrage of endangerment, the years ravaged them like a slow illness. And yet they had lived unperturbed by how short a lifespan they’d been given, cherishing each day as though it were their last. There were certainly those amongst Madeline’s kind who’d envied them for that.

She tore her croissant into morsels and spread them evenly on the plate. Once deconstructed it was indistinguishable from the other baked edibles she’d sampled. She dabbed a piece to her tongue, letting it rest for a moment before masticating softly and slowly, as Madeline did whenever a new flavour filled her mouth. This one was, sadly, unremarkable at best, with no defining trait to its taste. The texture was little better – flaky and dry and a chore to swallow. She frowned down at the crumbs that had flitted onto her coat, disappointed with it all.

Humanity was not what she expected. The watchers had studied a corrupted specimen: broken people bound together by the slightest thread of hope. Theirs was a cruel and relentless routine with no reward, where the coop’s light had illumed only their weaknesses. But each of those she’d taken in would have sacrificed their own life and well-being to save the others; a novel characteristic that she had failed to truly appreciate until now.

The city dwellers lacked any such unity; selfish clusters whose charity rarely reached beyond their own interests. Faces were so expressive – so quick to react and alter – and yet they rarely wore the truth. Fake smiles. Forced laughter. Conversations for the sake of speaking without saying anything worthwhile. More often than not they spoke about themselves, assuming that their lives were of interest to the other. It was baffling. Even those of her own kind who’d made a home in this urban epicentre were little better than the forgotten creatures she’d left behind – those buried under the soil, screaming in the dark with only the doomed to hear them.

Defeated, all of them.

This was neither the darkness nor the light, but a weak, grey realm in between.

But had it not been for the professor, she would still be traipsing between those silent trees, forever cursing a loneliness that was her mind’s own invention. For when it came to her very particular gifts, Madeline was most certainly not alone.

The light changed everything. He changed everything.

Violence became as common to her kind as the darkness, though they cared only for the light. It was an obsession they each shared – that window into which their myriad black eyes were lured night after night, holding them captive as the one imprisoned behind its glass.

They’d learned to watch in silence. Too much noise made their pet nervous, causing him to shrink into the corner or, even worse, disappear underground. Despair could only manifest in so many forms and the watchers had tired of all of them. It was far more interesting to let the man talk. And talk he did, before a raptured audience, so great in number and so terrifying to behold that the mirrored glass helped preserve his sanity, keeping him safe from the spectacle that would have surely dissevered mind from body.

Their intelligence was initially a source of giddy excitement for the man – that thrill of communicating through a patient blend of word and sign. He would speak long into the night, even when the forest’s stale air sawed strips from his throat. But this nocturnal routine took its toll over time. The white light exposed his steady decline, and it pained Madeline to watch him suffer, deprived of sleep and besieged by the very horrors that he’d sought to understand.

When he realised the folly of his actions, Kilmartin chose death as his escape, certain in the belief that there was no other way for him to know peace again. The cold and the dampness had become a part of him, as he was now a part of the woodland. His bones returned to the earth, leaving Madeline with only a photograph to learn from – her golden ticket to a new life. The professor’s grubby thumbprints had stained its four corners, and a thin smear of blood had bronzed his wife’s shoulder. To Madeline’s ancient eyes, however, this coloured piece of paper was a treasure unlike any other. It was as if she’d held the woman’s very soul in her hand.

Where those gilded spears of sunlight slipped through the canopy above, she would sit and meditate over the subtlest contours of bone and flesh, her face crackling like brittle branches under a heavy step amidst the silence of the woodland. The nose was discomforting at first, its narrow nostrils a strain to breathe through. And Madeline couldn’t resist puckering her lips when they finally aligned. Where cheeks protruded, the skin was stretched free of blemish, for in the photograph they shone an unbroken white. Seeking only perfection, the chin was remoulded a thousand times like a potter with a lonely nub of clay. The brow, the lids, and those lashes that fell atop blue, unblinking eyes were a joy to recreate. Hair sprouted slowly at first; straggly wisps that tore apart in her hands. But over time, Madeline mastered even that. The feel of it sweeping her neck and shoulders was so tenderly familiar, and its colour was not unlike the time before, when she would caress her fingers down to the longest strand and watch it shimmer silver in the sunlight. The fog of long-forgotten memories waned with each new sensation, when Madeline went by a different name, and when she didn’t so perfectly resemble a dead man’s wife.

‘Have you made your decision?’ a voice asked, causing her fingers to pinch down on the piece of pastry before it could reach her mouth.

Directly across from where she sat, stood a woman of simple beauty. Her face rested without feeling, its features most likely cast afresh that morning so as to evoke no recognition. Maeve was the name she went by. Madeline identified her by the eyes alone. She’d hidden in the city for centuries, watching society and its technologies evolve around her; more sage than any human she’d chosen to avoid and yet there she was, powerless amongst them, so long divorced from any purpose in life that she’d forgotten if she ever had one.

‘No,’ was Madeline’s reply, watching her through the passing bodies.

‘You have not changed your appearance,’ Maeve said, whispering her words towards her like dandelion seeds in the wind. ‘People may come to recognise you. Is that what you want?’

Madeline was too fond of who she’d become to consider altering any aspect of herself. None had yet realised any likeness to the deceased. Not that she would have minded such a compliment.

‘This is my face,’ she replied, shifting her plate aside.

Maeve made no move to approach her. None of them ever did.

‘You can never be a part of their world,’ she said. ‘We don’t age. We don’t die. We don’t belong. All we can do is linger in the periphery of their lives and wait for our time to come. You would be wise to remember that.’

‘Why live amongst them if you confine yourself to the shadows?’

‘Survival,’ Maeve replied. ‘We’re safer this way.’

Just as Madeline suspected, they were all the same, shackled by cowardice and an unwillingness to change anything beyond their appearance.

‘Safe from what?’

‘From exposure,’ she said, ‘and from those like us who still bear a grudge.’

Madeline’s brow was crowned with a frown. ‘I do not fear our own ki—’

‘Do not speak about that which you do not understand,’ Maeve snapped. ‘They’re no better than wolves. They travel these lands in loose packs. One at first, taking count of how many lives merit replacing, and then the others move in. They hate humankind, Madeline. They don’t just kill them. I have seen what they do. You’re safe here. That is if you abide by our way of living.’

‘No,’ Madeline replied, rising to her feet and brushing her coat clean. ‘You ask me to live as you do, as neither human nor changeling.’

‘You think you know them,’ Maeve said. ‘But you haven’t been around the human race since before they turned on us.’

It would seem that it wasn’t only the wolves who still held a grudge.

‘Their lives are too short, Maeve, and maybe yours is far too long.’

The man who’d delivered her that blandest of pastries now reappeared with a glass of water; tardy despite the air of urgency about him.

‘Are you leaving?’ he asked, casting an eye over the dissected pieces on her plate and realising without being told that his choice had been a poor one.

‘Yes,’ she said, taking the glass from his hand. ‘I won’t be dining here again.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,’ the man said, making a show of his surprise as he swept the crumbs from her table. ‘Tell you what, it’s on the house.’

‘Why would it be on a house?’ Madeline asked him.

He finally stopped moving for a moment to look to her, positively baffled. ‘I mean, the croissant is free. I won’t charge you for it.’

‘And the water?’ she said, holding up her glass.

‘It’s just tap water. It’s always free.’

With that Madeline turned sharply on her heel and walked away, marrying her movements to the current of bodies rolling in from the bay and breaking through the cobbled streets, their backs to the sun, chasing shadows.

‘So that’s your answer?’ Maeve asked, her voice mystically isolating her from the crowd.

The watchers had eyes everywhere, and there was no telling how many were on her now, but she carried on regardless, as though she were just another face in the crowd.

‘I don’t answer to you.’

*

It had become a ritual of Madeline’s to walk by Mina’s apartment, as customary as the chores that once occupied her days in the woodland. She knew that the woman was fearful enough to heed her advice and stay in hiding as instructed. But there was also that rebellious tendency of hers to break the rules simply to see how they shattered. Out of all those she’d kept alive in the coop, Mina – and that parrot of hers – had been by far the most troublesome. And yet, had she never taken the woman in, that necropolis of ancient trees might still constitute her world. Madeline had inspected the high windows of her home each day since her absence, searching for some sign of life, but it remained habitually lightless and vacant. The blue door on the street below also wore no traces of intrusion. The unmistakable scent of the woodland was such that it wouldn’t be unlike the watchers to track it to its source.

The city was welcomely mild, and none of its narrow streets were too heavily populated at that hour. All those bent to a westerly course were seen to squint against the low sun, shielding eyes and bowing heads as they sought sanctuary in the shade. She enjoyed a sip of water as she passed between them, learning to drink more liberally as it was now so effortless to acquire. A tinny melody could be heard somewhere in the distance: a six-stringed instrument poorly practised and even more poorly played, but its sound was welcome all the same. If anything it distracted from the din that beleaguered Madeline’s heightened senses wherever she walked. A flock of pigeons scattered as she turned onto Mina’s street where some local pest had made a hobby of pouring out porridge oats to feed them.

Her keen vision caught the anomaly immediately.

Someone was standing at the window of Mina’s apartment. Madeline’s eyes may have appeared quite perfectly human in colour and form but their limitations were anything but, and the clarity with which they now studied this unexpected presence left no question as to who it was. Her emotional reaction was a two-sided coin spinning in the air, flashing between joy and anger.

It was Mina. She’d come back, just as Madeline had told her not to.

The street betrayed no obvious signs of watcher activity as she crossed over to her door. Within, where the grubby tiles of the stairwell led up to Mina’s apartment, the air was also free of their scent. She climbed the steps with long strides, keeping what remained of her water steady so as not to spill any. It had to be Mina. Even those that inhabited the city, accomplished as they were, couldn’t duplicate her appearance so perfectly; not without studying her facial nuances at great length.

Madeline brought her knuckles down on the door, prophesying the possibilities that had provoked her return. An unforeseen excitement trilled through her bones when she heard those first movements within. Were these nerves? Was her body bracing itself for a fight or had she, on some subliminal and secretive level, been hoping for this reunion? Madeline had come to appreciate through the divide of distance just how close she and Mina had once been; how they’d lived side by side, no better, no worse, and – for a while – no different.

The door opened wide in a manner free of caution, and Mina stood before her. Madeline marked those tell-tale threads of humanity shimmering in her eyes, but something was wrong. Skin was uncannily smooth, as if the sea’s salty air had retrenched her years, restoring the youthfulness that the woodland had stripped away. Make-up was bolder. Posture was perfect. But most striking of all, and that which betrayed this woman as an imposter – her hair ran straight and long past her shoulders, clean and combed, and every strand was blonde.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked uneasily, eyeing up the stern woman standing on her doorstep holding a half-glass of water.

Her voice was different. There was the vague melody of an accent.

‘You’re not Mina.’

She shook her head and snorted out a short laugh. ‘No, I’m not. I’m her sister.’

Madeline took note of the woman’s clothes: an attribute she oft overlooked. Feet wore white trainers, pristine and nothing like Mina had ever worn. Leggings were a skintight nylon or polyester, resemblant to naked legs covered with a thin coat of paint. And her sweater’s cream fabric was a world apart from the sombre palette that constituted the better part of Mina’s wardrobe.

‘You’re so similar,’ Madeline said, returning her free hand to its coat pocket, suddenly aware that she was talking to a human not of her own abandoned party.

‘Identical, you could say,’ the woman corrected her. ‘Well, in looks anyway. I’m Jennifer,’ she said, looking Madeline up and down. ‘I don’t suppose you know where she is, do you?’

‘You haven’t spoken to her?’

If Mina hadn’t shared the truth with her own family, then it was unlikely she’d split its burden with anyone else.

‘I may have wiped her number a while back,’ Jennifer replied sheepishly. ‘You know the way it is, she just pissed me off so much that I wanted nothing more to do with her.’

‘She hasn’t contacted you?’ Madeline asked.

‘Not for a few weeks. She’d had a few to drink and started talking nonsense. I lost my cool, hung up, and that’s when I deleted it.’

Their personalities obviously shared the same brashness.

‘And who are you?’ Jennifer asked.

‘I’m…’ Madeline chose to side with the truth ‘…a friend.’

‘And how do you know Mina? Let me guess, from the pub?’

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘The pub.’

One of the buildings that provided free water.

‘You don’t have her number, do you?’ Jennifer asked.

‘No,’ Madeline said, though she hadn’t quite understood the question.

The woman still held the door as if waiting for some excuse to close it. Madeline looked past her, down the corridor and through to the window upon whose ledge she’d sat that first night she arrived in the city, when its lights still dazzled her like fallen stars. The watchers had known where Mina lived, and they weren’t the kind to forget. Her sister couldn’t have fathomed the danger she was in simply by drifting by its window.

‘Well,’ she said with a sigh, ‘do you happen to know where she—’

‘May I come in?’ Madeline asked, interrupting her.

Jennifer scrunched up her eyes in confusion. ‘Yeah, I suppose, if you want,’ she replied, standing aside. ‘But wait,’ she added, suddenly raising a hand, ‘you are definitely a friend of Mina’s, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Okay,’ the sister said, crossing her arms, ‘tell me something that’s different between us.’

The twins also shared the same distrust.

‘Mina has black hair and doesn’t paint her face with so much make-up,’ Madeline replied. ‘She also dresses better.’

Jennifer frowned and glanced down at her shoes. ‘Fair enough,’ she said, waving her inside.

Madeline stormed through to the sitting room, leaving the woman to dally in the doorway. The watchers may already be coming for her. She looked down into the street, searching for any whose eyes strayed in their direction. These changelings had mastered their mimicry through centuries of hiding behind enemy lines. And their catalogue of mannerisms made them almost impossible to identify in a crowd. But that same flock of pigeons from earlier now idled atop the café across the road, sunning themselves on its heated slates, indifferent to the comings and goings below. That was enough for Madeline; there were too many of them to overlook an unwelcome presence.

She shifted away from the window and turned to Jennifer. ‘You can’t stay here.’

The woman had been at the kitchen counter, rummaging through her handbag.

‘Really?’ she asked, looking quizzically up at her. ‘Why not?’

‘You’re not safe.’

Jennifer’s stance appeared to tense. ‘Is this about Mina’s monsters?’

It was clear from the tone of her voice that she’d already rejected her sister’s warnings.

‘What has she told you?’ Madeline asked.

‘She told me to leave the country. She said there were these creatures everywhere that could impersonate our faces. I’m telling you she’s fucking lost it. She needs help.’

‘Mina is safe where she is,’ Madeline said.

‘So you do know where—’

The handbag suddenly began to ring. Jennifer reached out her phone and pouted down at the number. Her gaze returned to Madeline as she answered.

‘Hello. Yes, speaking,’ she said, pacing around the tiles as the humans liked to do whenever they held such conversations.

Madeline drank the last of her water. Whoever the caller was, Jennifer’s eyes glazed over with an unmistakable chill of concern as she listened to their voice. Her free hand rose to touch her lips, parting ever so slightly.

‘I understand,’ she said eventually. ‘I’ll come as soon as I can.’

The phone was placed atop the counter by fingers that now carried a noticeable tremble.

‘What’s happened?’ Madeline asked her.

‘It’s Mina. She’s been arrested.’
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MINA

Time had stagnated in the silence. It was something she’d taken for granted in Caroline’s cottage – sea foam fizzling across the sand, the cackling of chatty gulls, and the slew of other mellifluous sounds whose score ran on a constant loop. Within these walls, Mina couldn’t imagine a song being played or a voice ever raising above an uneasy whisper. Even a light flourish of birdsong outside the window on a summer’s morning would have seemed out of place.

The cell’s build prioritised strength over beauty – tough scales in lieu of soft skin – and though it may have held the shape of a box bedroom, it lacked all the comfort of one. Cold tiles and coarse white walls deterred any warmth that may have otherwise made its home there, whilst the leaden light of a joyless day crept through a skinny window above Mina’s head. She was sat cross-legged on her bed, skull pressed back into the wall, staring at the door, straining to make sense of the fresh cracks that had quaked through her life. The yellow one was by her side, tottering happily on his beam despite being implicated as her accomplice. She fed her fingers through his cage, letting him pick at their tips to pass the time. One of them might as well enjoy a little distraction. That door wasn’t opening anytime soon.

Mina still had no clue where the station was that she’d been taken. After being abducted by the authorities she had lain across the back seat of their squad car, hands tucked between thighs, suffering that mystifying sensation of being both captured and rescued as every bump in the road jerked her body about in the darkness.

Bedsprings squeaked as she struggled up and onto her feet. The parrot watched on, excited as he was baffled by this sudden movement. Standing on the mattress, Mina had to lift on her toes to reach the window. Its ledge was carpeted in dust and the crisped shells of long-dead insects. The view wasn’t especially cheerful either.

There was a car park directly outside, grey and grittier than an abandoned building site. A low brick wall skirted its perimeter where three parked cars faced Mina’s cell – one of which belonged to the Guards. And behind them, where the land rolled out in green fields, a forest stole the horizon like a dark storm swelling from the ground up.

‘Why am I not surprised?’ She sighed under her breath.

Concrete and trees again – the recurring horror story that was her life. Somehow she’d felt safer in the coop, trusting Kilmartin’s diligence in its design to keep the monsters out. Besides, doors and their locks were useless unless she held the keys to them, and Mina had been stripped of that responsibility for the foreseeable future. It seemed as though she was less a part of this world now and more like its dirty little secret – an embarrassment that it no longer had any use for and so chose to hide away. No branch was seen to shiver in that bleakest of vistas; even their leaves were still as ceramic. Eyes squinched up as she scanned between the rows of trees, darkening as they led deeper into the thicket. The distance wasn’t so far that she couldn’t draw out a few details, but thankfully there was nothing out of the ordinary to dial her fraught nerves up another notch or two. For better or worse, it was about as entertaining as staring at a locked door.

‘Looks like we’re lost again,’ she said, glancing down at the yellow one.

The crunch of footsteps drew near the window. Somebody was coming. Detective Lynch strode across the car park with all the poise and posture of a high-powered lawyer in her open taupe trench coat. Headlights flashed as her car unlocked: a cutesy yellow Fiesta that couldn’t have been more incongruent with the bitch’s personality. Mina lowered her eyes to the ledge when Lynch sat into the driver’s seat. Being caught spying wouldn’t do much to alleviate the detective’s low opinion of her sanity. Luckily she was too engrossed in her mobile phone to have noticed, probably messaging the nearest asylum to book Mina a full suite with padded walls and a wardrobe full of straitjackets.

‘Must be nice to drive home after a short day’s work,’ she whispered, ‘you absolute wagon.’

Lynch was unrecognisable in the privacy of her own company. The sharpness to her face had softened since the interrogation room, and even in that drabbest of daylight, her pale cheeks were imbued with the faintest hue as though she were blushing. Those humourless lips pinched up on either side. Despite her best efforts, the smile refused to be tamed. She was giggling to herself, shaking her head in happiness as she reread whatever message she’d received. Perhaps Mina had been too quick to criticise. The role of detective was obviously a mask she’d worn. And now, discarded for the day, she looked nothing like the woman who’d stared her down across the table, accusing her of murder and of madness. There was love in her eyes and a hopefulness that Mina had forgotten still existed in the lives of others.

She lowered back onto the mattress and dragged the yellow one’s cage over to her side. He seemed to simper at all the attention he was receiving.

‘I’d let you out for a walk around,’ she said to him, ‘but as you can probably see for yourself, you’re not missing much out here.’

The only option within her power was to wait. She’d given the Guards Jennifer’s number. They’d declined Mina’s request to speak to her herself, so there was no knowing what they had told her. But it was safe to assume that it was far from flattering. After their last conversation, when Mina had been too drunk to string her words together and her sister too impatient to listen to her failed attempts, Jennifer had hung up and never called back again. In fairness to her, she’d questioned her mental well-being long before Detective Lynch ever poked her holes in it. The accusations probably wouldn’t come to Jennifer as any surprise. But Mina had still hoped she’d come regardless.

A key clicked in the door.

‘How are we getting on, Mina?’ the Guard said as he stepped inside, holding a foldable chair in one hand. ‘You’ve a visitor.’

He was a chunky little cherub of a man, with a sickly sheen around his lips as though he’d just scoffed a feed of fried chicken with his bare hands. Mina drew down her eyes to examine them; they looked relatively clean, but his nails were chewed down to ugly nubs. Middle age had softened him into a shapeless blob with a duo of chins that swamped his neck like a scarf of jelly.

‘Is it my sister?’ she asked, sitting forward.

The Guard shook his head. ‘No, it’s Doctor Flanagan. He’s the psychologist who’s been assigned to your case.’

‘My case.’ Mina let her head loll back as she expelled a sigh of unclouded frustration. ‘Because I’m fucking mad, right?’

‘You’ll have to ask him yourself,’ he said as he opened out the chair and set it down facing Mina’s bed. ‘He’s the professional.’

‘Can I not leave this cell for a while? I actually will go mad if I’m locked up here for much longer.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not my choice to make, Mina.’

‘And what if I have to use the bathroom?’ she asked, casting her eyes towards the toilet in the corner.

‘Would you like to go before he comes in? I’m sure we can give you a moment to yourself.’

‘No,’ she replied, pinching the bridge of her nose, ‘let’s just get it over with.’

The Guard retreated into the corridor and pointed back towards her, presumably for the benefit of Doctor Flanagan who needed some guidance in finding what was probably the only cell in the building.

‘There you are now, Doctor,’ he said, ushering him inside. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

Flanagan scanned Mina with a quick, clinical eye from her socks to her hair before frowning with some suggestion of disbelief at the yellow one. ‘I’m sure we’ll be fine, thank you,’ he replied before the door was closed behind him.

The man’s posture was deplorable, and his thinness was exaggerated by a jacket too wide in the shoulder. He couldn’t have been much older than Mina but somehow looked even more downtrodden. His eyes seemed set at half-rest by default. Scruffy blond hair had been smeared without much result into a greasy parting, and the tiniest hairs shimmered on his cheeks and chin like biscuit crumbs. Of vitality, there was none. It was as though some elusive illness had been feasting away at him from the inside, and he’d been simply too tired or too bored by the sorry process to fight back.

‘Good afternoon, Mina,’ Flanagan said, so blandly as to seem disingenuous. ‘My name is Doctor—’

‘I’m not mad,’ she interjected, meeting his gaze as she tapped her fingers atop the yellow one’s cage. ‘Don’t let the parrot confuse you.’

Flanagan furrowed his brow as he nodded his head in understanding, all the while eyeing up the bird. ‘Innocent until proven guilty,’ he said in the same strain of lethargy, ‘and perfectly sane until proven otherwise. And can I just say, I don’t know what Detective…’ Here he hesitated, having obviously forgotten her name.

‘Lynch?’ she put in.

‘Lynch,’ he echoed, smiling lazily. ‘If ever a name was more fitting. As I was saying, I don’t know what Detective Lynch has told you about the various procedures we have to follow. But frankly, whatever you may or may not have done is of little concern to me, Mina. It’s my job to make sense of what’s going on up here.’ He tapped an index finger to his temple.

Flanagan looked again to the yellow one who’d yet to release its hold over his curiosity. ‘Why, may I ask, have you been detained with a parrot?’

‘He was causing a bit of a commotion in the reception so the Guards let me have him back,’ Mina replied, mildly committing to her supposed madness. ‘We’re a team. He likes to warn me if he thinks I shouldn’t trust someone.’

‘Is that so?’ the doctor said, finally sitting down. ‘There are people you and your parrot shouldn’t trust?’

‘If I told you why,’ she replied with a grin, ‘you’d probably call me mad.’

Flanagan chuckled to himself as he drew a pen and notebook from his coat pocket. ‘That’s the strangest thing about my job, Mina. I work for the state, you see, strictly as a criminal psychologist to handle cases such as your own. Whenever an accused is truly guilty, they always claim to be mad. And so when someone tells me that they’re not, well, it makes me wonder. Anyway, we shall see,’ he said, clicking his pen and offering a coy smile to both bird and patient.

Doctor Flanagan was not what she’d expected. Dishevelled as he looked, there was a quality beneath the skin that made her warm to him. And given her prickly get-together with Lynch, his apparent faith in her sanity came as a breath of fresh air in an otherwise poorly ventilated room.

‘Could you tell me where I am?’ she asked. ‘I kind of lost my bearings last night.’

The man seemed surprised by the question, though he must have – at the very least – been privy to how she came to be there. ‘Would you believe this station was originally an old English garrison?’ he replied, grumbling to clear whatever was stuck in his throat. ‘It’s smaller than most built at the time, only a single storey. And this is obviously a new addition,’ he added, looking up toward the cell’s high ceiling, ‘but the front reception is part of the original build, I think. Well, it must be, judging by the look of it.’

‘Okay.’ Mina chuckled. ‘That’s all well and good, but where am I?’

‘Oh,’ he said as though he’d just woken up, ‘the nearest town would be Gort, I suppose, but even that’s a fair few miles out.’

So my little cell here is about as rural as a cowshed, is that what you’re telling me?

He considered the comparison before agreeing with a subtle nod.

‘This first chat is just a formality, Mina,’ Flanagan said, moaning faintly as he crossed his legs. ‘It won’t take long. The Gardaí will keep us posted, I’m sure, if there are any developments in their investigation. But until then, it’s my job to come up with some impeccable verdict as to your mental well-being. I ask only that we practise absolute honesty with each other. Do you think you can do that for me?’

Mina stretched out so that her feet dangled over the floor. ‘Sure, whatever you want. I’ve not much else to be doing.’

‘Great,’ he said wryly, placing the open notebook on his thigh. ‘Let’s start at the beginning. It’s important that I understand your background before we even consider casting a light over your present predicament. The records tell me that you’ve no prior history of mental illness, is that correct?’

There had been days when Mina’s sadness had darkened her thoughts like a disease. But she’d never spoken to anyone about it, and so no doctor ever had the chance to diagnose her. Life was just shit sometimes and she reacted accordingly.

‘That’s correct,’ she replied which was, in essence, the truth.

‘That’s promising,’ Flanagan said, scratching out a few words in his notebook. ‘And your only brush with the law, if we can even call it that, was one public intoxication offence in your early twenties?’

‘Buckfast,’ Mina replied, smirking at the memory. ‘It’s a tonic wine, sickly sweet but it has some kick to it. I still can’t believe that uppity little Guard wrote me up for that. Though, to be fair, I was told that I wasn’t being very nice to him.’

‘And you have a sister, your next of kin. Jennifer’s her name, is that right?’

‘Twin sister,’ Mina corrected him.

The doctor looked up surprisedly, as if her answer bore some relevance. ‘Identical twins?’

‘In looks anyway, yeah.’

‘Well,’ he said, scribbling something down. ‘That is interesting. And how is your relationship with your sister?’ he asked, tapping his pen thoughtfully against his lower lip.

‘We’re very different people.’

Flanagan was seen to grin. ‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘We choose our friends in life, Mina, but we don’t choose our family. A clash of personalities is exceptionally common between siblings. Less so amongst twins. And tell me this, in what ways do you think Jennifer is different from you?’

‘I think she’s blonde now,’ Mina replied with a sarky little smile.

The doctor locked eyes with her. He didn’t seem at all taken back by the answer, as though her defensive stance had come as no surprise to him.

‘Would you say that you and Jennifer have a bad relationship?’

This was somehow more painful than her conversation with Lynch.

‘I’d say we have the absence of one,’ she replied. ‘She does her thing and I do mine. That’s the way it’s always been. Just because we have the same face, it doesn’t mean we have the same life.’

The doctor jotted down another word or two, one of which was underlined before he double-clicked his pen.

‘And was there any defining incident or encounter that caused this rift between the two of you?’ he asked. ‘Generally speaking, Mina, despite any notable differences in personality, it’s highly unusual for identical twins to not maintain any sort of contact, even if only for their parents’ sake.’

He had to take the conversation there, didn’t he?

‘My dad’s an alcoholic and my mum died from cancer,’ Mina said, coldly as she could. ‘So for their sake, I don’t think it’d make a whole lot of fucking difference.’

‘My condolences,’ Flanagan said, glancing up from his book. ‘When did she…?’

‘Let’s not go there,’ Mina replied.

‘Of course, my apologies. Back to the question, you’re sure there was no one event in particular that you would hold responsible for the breakdown of this relationship?’

She refused to talk about it.

Her mum was the only one who forgave her for what happened; if anything she’d layered even more love around Mina after the accident, recognising the guilt that made her feel like a monster dressed up in a Jennifer skinsuit. Those once harmless fistfights with her sister were traded for a far more hurtful silence. And her father was no different. He wasn’t lacking in love or welling over with hate. But there was an unspoken distrust etched into his eyes whenever he looked at her, which was somehow worse because he never once considered Jennifer the same way. She was the golden child, and Mina was the black sheep who came as a mandatory part of the package.

‘No,’ she lied, breaking their pact of honesty, ‘there was no event. Me and Jen just never got along.’

‘It must be difficult for you,’ Flanagan said, letting the comment hang between them.

‘What must be?’ Mina asked, taking the bait.

‘Well, there’s obviously some deep-seated animosity between you and your sister. In your own reflection, maybe you don’t simply see yourself, Mina. Maybe you see Jennifer too.’

If only the doctor knew what Mina saw whenever she confronted her own reflection.

‘Let me guess,’ she said, ‘the reason I’m seeing fairies is because I don’t get along with my twin? Did you read that in a textbook somewhere?’

‘That’s not what I said, Mina,’ the doctor replied defensively. ‘And no, you’d be surprised how rarely fairies are mentioned in the text.’ Here he chuckled to himself and snapped his notebook shut.

‘Is that it?’ she asked, feeling strangely dismissed.

‘You seem perfectly sane to me, Mina, as I’d expected.’

Flanagan had that rare knack of coming across as both a man of some standing and also one who’d rather sit down and let anybody else take charge.

‘Why though? Everyone else thinks I’m mental.’

‘Well, here’s the thing, Mina. Yours isn’t an isolated case. I don’t quite know how to explain it to you. This whole fairy thing is a recent phenomenon. These past few months there’ve been more and more people coming in, convinced that someone isn’t who they say they are. It’s been kept on the Q.T. for the most part, of course. But like any secret, it’s only a matter of time before it gets out into the open.’

Mina had studied the doctor as he’d spoken. If he was selling her a lie, then he was one of the most gifted salesmen she’d ever met.

‘The fairies that you mentioned when the Gardaí spoke to you,’ Flanagan said, ‘you referred to these as changelings, is that right?’

Was this a test of Mina’s honesty? Or had the doctor’s silken demeanour concealed a trap that would have her diagnosed as mad before she’d even been given a fresh pair of slippers? Trawling the depths of his tired eyes offered no clue as to his intentions. But he seemed honest enough, and the yellow one seemed to trust him.

‘Why do you ask?’ she said, still siding with the cautious approach.

‘Well,’ he replied, sitting back in his chair as though he’d just clocked out of work, ‘believe it or not, Mina, it’s always changelings. I’ve discussed it with some colleagues of mine, not that they’re dealing with the same cases that I am, but it’s healthy in my line of work to indulge in a little counsel occasionally. One suggested that it could be a result of our natural penchant for distrusting each other. If someone looks or behaves in a manner that we are unaccustomed to, then it’s often simpler to mark them out as different, untrustworthy even. I don’t think this is accurate, personally. But it actually is quite fascinating, to be honest, how fairy lore has affected the Irish psyche as far back as our records survive. There was a case back in 1895 when a woman was—’

‘Bridget Cleary,’ Mina interjected. ‘Yeah, I’ve read about her.’

Flanagan’s surprise manifested in a smile. ‘Indeed,’ he said, ‘Bridget Cleary, poor woman. Such a horrible end. It’s definitely the strangest case file that I’ve ever had the horror of studying. But do you know what’s always struck me as odd about it, Mina?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Her husband’s sanity,’ he replied. ‘The verdict was that he’d been misled, shall we say, by his own superstitious beliefs. It was the fault of a folk tale and not the man’s mental faculties. One would think that after what he’d done, and in the manner in which he did it, that Michael Cleary would have been committed to a psychiatric institution. But instead he was locked up in a regular run-of-the-mill prison.’

It would seem that Doctor Flanagan knew more than he’d first let on.

‘You don’t think he was mad either?’ Mina asked him.

‘Those who’d examined him certainly didn’t seem to think so.’

‘But the jury saw the body, didn’t they?’

Flanagan sat forward, seemingly enjoying the discussion. ‘Even under the circumstances of the trial, Mina, they would never have seen the whole body, for the sake of the woman’s modesty and due to the very nature by which she was murdered. The jury saw only what remained of Bridget’s face.’

‘And that was all the convincing they needed?’

‘Can’t say that I blame them,’ the doctor said. ‘Identifying even a perfectly preserved corpse can be a harrowing enough experience.’

Gooseflesh peppered across Mina’s skin like a cold static. The cases he’d been dealing with had clearly arisen in the man a rare fascination. But surely, given his field of expertise, a level-headed approach to such matters was a necessity lest his own lucidity be called into question.

‘You told me that you were handling cases like my own,’ Mina said. ‘What did you mean when you said that?’

‘I’m a criminal psychologist who deals with a very particular type of delusion,’ he replied. ‘Believe me, it’s come as some surprise to me too. But then, such is life. The fact of these occurrences becoming so frequent has necessitated the creation of my role.’

‘So you’re like some kind of fairy doctor,’ Mina asked him.

‘Precisely,’ he replied, wiping the tiredness from the corner of an eye. ‘It doesn’t do wonders for a man’s sleep. I can tell you that much for free. Everyone that I’ve spoken to – those who’ve vouched for similar experiences to your own – all have one thing in common.’

The doctor stared at her, evincing that same honesty that they’d agreed upon.

‘They were all terrified, Mina,’ he said. ‘And in my professional opinion, they were all telling me the truth.’

‘Did anyone mention a woodland to you?’ Mina asked him, shuffling forward so as to sit on the edge of the bed.

‘A woodland?’ Flanagan echoed. ‘As in a fairy fort?’

Mina nodded with an unrestrained eagerness.

‘No,’ he replied, sitting back as he considered the question. ‘None so far anyway, though it is an interesting thought given the lore. More often than not, the reports coming in refer to people behaving out of sorts – personality switches and the absence of memories that hint at the replacement by some imposter.’

‘Why don’t the Guards interrogate them? The imposters, I mean.’

Flanagan sighed. ‘They’re trying to play down this phenomenon, Mina. If they were to start testing the authenticity of people’s identities, then that would only do their efforts a disservice.’

‘But you believe it?’ she asked.

‘I’m not sure what to believe. My experience lies in evaluating a person’s psychology – distinguishing the stable mind from the dubious – and what we’re discussing now is something quite different entirely. This is the realm of fantasy, Mina, and as such must be regarded with an armoured sense of scepticism.’

Mina edged her bum even closer to the edge of the mattress, meeting the man directly in the eye. There was no knowing how long the Guards were going to keep her detained, and so maybe the doctor could put his freedom to good use.

‘Do you know about Sean Kilmartin?’ she asked him, clasping her hands together.

‘Kilmartin,’ he repeated with an air of recognition, ‘yes, I saw a piece about him on the news. He’s discovered another cave in the Burren or possibly something more significant. I’ve actually come across his father’s work quite a lot in my own research. He was something of a specialist in all this fairy lore that I’ve been wading through. The man disappeared some years ago, apparently. No one’s yet uncovered any trace as to what happened to him. Who knows…’ he grinned ‘…maybe the fairy folk played some hand in it.’

She yearned to tell Flanagan the truth – to share with him the professor’s final days and the grim reality that he’d jokingly touched upon. But despite his outward willingness to believe, Mina was reluctant to seed any doubts that might grow to cast a shadow over her sanity. The tale of her time in the woodland was a bridge too far for those who hadn’t survived the experience for themselves. Besides, the past couldn’t be cleansed of its horrors – not even the most heavy-handed lobotomy could quell those nightmares – and they were now more alive than ever in the present, and that was Mina’s sole priority – the now and the future and the lives that could still be saved.

‘Why do you ask?’ the doctor pressed, his eyes conveying a genuine curiosity.

How could she possibly phrase this without tarnishing his take on her?

‘I think there’s something in the Burren,’ she said simply.

Flanagan frowned as he considered her response. ‘I don’t think I understand, Mina.’

Her own sister hadn’t believed her when she’d wept over the phone. What was she even thinking trying to convince a state psychologist?

‘What if I told you that the changelings are real?’ she said, to which he sat back. ‘I Hypothetically speaking, where do you think they might have been hiding all these centuries?’

The man’s unblinking gaze studied Mina as he pondered the question. ‘I suppose,’ he replied, ‘going by the mythology and the theory that they’re descended from the Tuatha Dé Danann, then I would have to say underground. That is, after all, where they were banished, wasn’t it?’

Bravo, Doctor, bravo. Mina let his answer ripen between them for a moment.

‘So, let me get this straight,’ he said, sitting forward again, resting elbows on thighs, ‘you’re saying that if these changelings do indeed exist, then there’s a possibility that they’re…’ here he paused to consider the implication ‘…underneath the Burren?’

Mina nodded. ‘It’s no coincidence that David Kilmartin’s son is the one up there doing the digging. That’s where I was trying to get to before I wound up here.’ She cast her eyes disappointedly around the walls of her cell. ‘I was hoping to stop him before it was too late.’

‘How do you suppose you were going to do that?’ Flanagan asked; the tone of his voice suggesting that he’d clocked back into work mode.

This was another answer that was off limits. But instead of opting for an outright lie, Mina chose to simplify the truth. ‘I just want to talk to him – that’s all.’

The man’s expression lightened, seemingly content that her plan wasn’t to climb to the top of the Burren and kill Sean Kilmartin in cold blood.

‘I told Lynch,’ Mina said, ‘but she didn’t believe me.’

‘Be careful what you say to that woman,’ Flanagan said. ‘I’ve crossed paths with her before. She’s quick to judge. And once she comes to her own conclusion there’s very little that can be done to sway her otherwise. Tell you what, I’ll look into this excavation and see what I can dig up, if you’ll excuse the pun.’

‘Will you please just go there and shut it down?’

The doctor smiled sadly at her, too honest to tell a lie. ‘I can’t promise that, Mina. But trust me, if I hear of anything out of the ordinary up there, I’ll be on the case immediately.’

It was the most she could have hoped for, and of that she was grateful. ‘Thank you.’

Flanagan rose to his feet and slipped the notebook and pen back into his coat pocket. He arched out his arms in a yawn before his jaded eyes returned to the yellow one.

‘These people who your parrot doesn’t trust,’ he said, ‘they’re the changelings, aren’t they?’

‘What makes you say that?’

He knocked three times on the door, signalling the end of their session.

‘Just something I’ve heard,’ he said, smiling back at her. ‘The birds are cleverer than we give them credit for. Take care of yourself, Mina. Try to get some rest.’
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SEAN

The tent was their sanctuary from the cold wind that ruled that rock – a haven of historical breakthroughs whose air of significance had been so reminiscent of his father’s study, when the alchemy of their ambitions caused all those threads to shimmer golden. Given the solitude that came to define Sean’s research these past years, being part of a team proved the greatest novelty of all, and it was never more infectious than in those inaugural days when his discovery was a naked stem, its potential unflowered and unknown. But a dark cloud had descended over the site, chilling more than just its stone. And those embers of fellowship that he’d so hopefully kindled between Ash and himself seemed to burn a little less brightly since returning to the surface.

With so much equipment now established underground, the tent was never so spacious. Sean stood by the monitor, watching the camera feed of the main chamber where a boy – delicate as cheap glass and just as useless – was being helped into the harness, hyperventilating as though the air around him were too thin to breathe. Meanwhile, Ash was monotonously tapping away at her translation, within a short arm’s reach of him and yet sadly more distant than ever before. Sean had already apologised profusely for his behaviour earlier. Frustratingly, however, she didn’t see any cause to in turn apologise to him. And so it was that a tensity still skulked between them, salient not in her words but in their sparsity. Ian, too, had spoken with him less freely since the incident with Ellie.

Their true colours were never so conspicuous amidst all that grey. They’d been perfectly content with Sean’s role as their superfluous benefactor. But neither seemed to enjoy his newfound eagerness to lead the charge. History may well record him as the excavation’s prevailing cog, but nothing could have been further from the truth. In Ash’s eyes, he was probably no more than Professor David Kilmartin’s son and the feckless heir to the dead man’s treasury. Perhaps this was why his father had loosened the bond between them in his latter days. Research and its rewards were dividable. But the prize could only be held aloft by one.

‘Right, then guys.’ The techie’s voice came through the radio. ‘Let me know when you’re ready. I’ll be waiting for Richie at the top. Just tell him to stay calm.’

The boy had lost his nerve and radioed Ian in a panic. Ash thought it was best to get him out before he spooked the others; their herd mentality made every isolated case a potential pandemic. There were sounds down there that none could explain – a scratching deep within the walls like an infestation of fat-bellied rats and the occasional dull thud louder than all their beating hearts combined. But the Burren – inhospitable as it may have seemed on the surface – was anything but a wasteland. Who was to say what animals made their homes there, burrowed between its shadowy cracks, innocently disturbing the darkness and upsetting all their tender dispositions like a creaky floorboard in an empty house, leading their imaginations astray.

‘Is the kid okay?’ Sean asked, broadcasting his concerns in a weak attempt to curry favour.

Ash’s eyes didn’t lift nor did her fingers quit typing. ‘Claustrophobia, Sean, it’s more common than you think. And most people don’t realise they suffer from it until the walls start to close in around them.’

It’s a good job you brought so many of them, he thought, but knew not to voice it. As cruelly candid as it may have been, he wasn’t going to win her back to his side by disparaging her precious undergraduates. He watched as the student began to rise up into the emptiness of the chamber, suspended by the chain that was their only means of getting in and out – a tediously slow one at that.

‘Are any of them still hearing things?’ Sean asked.

‘A few,’ Ash replied. ‘I had a word with them but they don’t like to talk about it. Some of them straight-up refused to work on the seal.’

‘When did the last team go down?’ he asked, imagining how it would look should the harness snap, dropping this Richie kid like a rock.

‘About fifteen minutes ago,’ she replied. ‘Why?’

Would it have been too much trouble to meet his eye when she spoke to him?

‘I want to ask them how deep they’ve gone. It’s been hours now.’

‘It’s not a race, Sean.’ She sighed under her breath. ‘Excavations take time.’

The crew had taken turns whittling away at the seal, four at a time, switching out every half an hour – a dismally dark and loathed task that he’d heard more than a few of them complaining about. Their worst fears of being buried alive were unfounded, of course. That stairwell had outlasted countless generations before they’d ever set a foot on it. Still, Sean was glad that he’d their able hands to do the work for him, like a general calling the shots a safe distance from the frontline, conscripting fodder for the greater good.

None of the radios worked past the point where the drone died. Only the cheap battery-powered torches were unaffected. Ian blamed the dead zone on all that copper but even he’d sounded unconvinced by his own explanation. Sean relied on updates when each team completed their shift and ascended the stairs, taking care not to impale themselves. The going was slow but Ash – ever cautious – wouldn’t have it any other way.

Without consulting with Sean, she had assembled a separate team to examine what she’d classed as an anomaly in the wall – the possibility of another tunnel branching off from the main chamber – where a fissure appeared to have been purposely concealed. Even if that were the case, it lacked the width and craft of the other portal, and so Sean failed to fathom what all the fuss was about. His priority was the seal.

‘How’s the translation going?’ he asked, if only to colour the silence.

Still Ash seemed to care only for the desk in front of her and not the man who’d paid for it. ‘I’m getting there,’ she replied, indulging in the slightest and most unexpected of smiles, ‘and I think you’re going to like what—’

The tent’s door suddenly flapped open as Ian strode inside, breathless as he always was after the briefest exercise, dramatising his role on the team to make it appear more significant.

‘Richie’s taking some time for himself,’ he said, interrupting Ash and sitting on one of the few crates left in the corner. ‘I told him to head down to base camp, maybe go for a walk and get some fresh air.’

‘Is he okay?’ Ash asked, actually ceasing her incessant tapping in the techie’s company.

‘A little shaken,’ he replied, ‘that’s all. He had a bit of a panic attack down there, but the others handled him pretty well. He was working on that wall of yours.’

‘Oh?’ she said, swivelling in her chair to face him. ‘And how’s it looking?’

‘He told me that there’s definitely something down there, probably another chamber. They hacked out a little opening for themselves but it’s still too tight to get through. If we’d thought to bring an extra drone I could be inside there right now. Oh, and he was complaining about the smell. Whatever it is, I don’t think it’s another copper factory.’

Sean sniggered at the remark. ‘A smell? Did they think this job was a holiday or something?’

It was jealousy – plain and simple – though it’d taken him until now to realise that. Owing to his father’s insistence that their work be conducted in secrecy, friendship was a bond he’d only read about in books. He’d never had what these students each took for granted – common interests and laughter, and someone who’d listen to them on matters other than Ireland’s lost fucking history.

‘They just kids, Sean,’ Ian said, glancing over to Ash, unamused. ‘Give them a break, will you? They’re trying their best.’

The silence that followed filled the tent like a toxin, but surprisingly it was Ash’s voice that came as the blast of fresh air they’d needed.

‘Okay,’ she said with a smile, slapping her thighs, ‘I think it’s time we talked about the writing on the wall.’

Both men locked eyes; neither had expected this sudden surge in spirits. Ash jumped to her feet and skipped over to Sean, throwing her arms around him in an embrace that he’d been almost hesitant to accept, such was his confusion. But her arms squeezed him too tightly to resist, and his face was soon buried in her hair, breathing in its scent like some thrilling elixir, righting all the wrongs that had marred the day’s significance.

‘Sit over there,’ she said, giddy with excitement, directing him over to where Ian was sitting.

Sean did as he was told and noticed his techie flashing a mouthful of tobacco-stained teeth, just as eager to hear what had chased away the dark clouds so abruptly.

‘I’ve translated it,’ Ash said, arms spread wide, her coat trailing open by her sides, ‘and your father was right, Sean.’

He stared at her, dumbstruck. His father had been right about many things and wrong about so many more, and yet even his failures seemed to overshadow Sean’s triumphs. The impression he’d sold to the world throughout his life was one of a tenacious seeker of the truth. When stood at his lectern, facing a full hall of flowering minds, he was infallible. His knowledge of the lore and aptitude for expounding it drew attendance from across the disciplines. In private, however, he became a man enslaved, convinced by his own rambling theses that changelings had embedded themselves in Irish society; an insidious element, like the cancer that stole his beloved wife, benign until detected, as though the act of revealing it provoked its malignant tendencies. In his latter days the man had become especially erratic, and those social charms and captivations so common to the campus rarely followed him home.

Before his lectures he would scrutinise those in attendance. Heaven knows what tell he was searching for; what feature or mannerism could betray the presence of those imposters he’d feared were following him. His students saw only the façade, and never the paranoia concealed behind it. His son alone was privy to that. If the fairies had, as he’d hypothesised, coexisted in furtive disharmony with the human race for these past centuries, then any hopes of isolating them for research purposes was a fool’s errand at best. They were far too proficient in their gifts to ever be identified and altogether too secretive to leave any such intrusions unchecked. To study them properly, in order to understand how they did it – how they changed – then his father believed that he needed to trace them back to their source. Wherever that madness may have led him, he’d never found his way home.

‘Go on so, tell me,’ Sean said, sitting by Ian’s side on a plastic crate even though he couldn’t keep his feet still, ‘what has the old man been right about this time?’

He’d never seen Ash like this, tingling from some knowledge that she could barely keep from exploding out her mouth. Whatever secrets she’d uncovered, Sean knew from her energy alone that it was about to change everything.

‘It’s more than just a message from the Milesians,’ she began, ‘it’s a record of what happened and, I suppose, why it happened. This is it! This is the indisputable proof that you’ve been looking for, Sean.’

Ian chuckled to himself. ‘Is this about the ending to your story last night?’

Ash pointed at him. ‘Exactly!’ she replied eagerly. ‘This is what really happened.’

Sean had dreamt of this moment since he was a child – when his father would conclude the Tuatha Dé Danann’s legacy with vague ideas that never sat right with one so young. Questions weren’t endings. Answers were.

‘You were right about them coexisting in harmony,’ Ash said. ‘There was no war, and the Tuatha Dé Danann didn’t disappear underground before the Milesians arrived because of some grim premonition. They lived together, just like you said, each race learning from the other. An era of peace, Sean, all record of which has been lost until now.’

‘The Ogham you translated said that?’ he asked, sitting forward, his whole body atremble.

Ash nodded. ‘Yeah, pretty much. The proof is there in writing!’

‘So what happened to this harmony of yours?’ Ian put in excitedly. ‘Sorry, this is actually interesting. And I thought you guys were just digging up some old rocks.’

‘I guess you could say that the old gods got a little too curious for their own good,’ she replied mischievously. ‘Not all of them, mind you. It wouldn’t be fair to tar them all with the same brush. Most of them were perfectly content to let the humans exist amongst them, keeping their distance, of course. Both races lived within their respective clans and any intermingling was very much carried out in a learned capacity. You know, I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. But some of the Tuatha Dé Danann weren’t so well behaved and intervened in ways that they shouldn’t have.’

‘Like what?’ the techie asked, much to Sean’s chagrin.

Just let the woman fucking talk.

‘They didn’t understand what it was to be mortal – the cycle of life and death and how humanity endured it. Their actions weren’t malicious. They were more akin to innocence, or perhaps ignorance is a better word for it. Anyway, sorry, I’m rambling. There were cases when they took on the identity of someone who’d passed away. They were probably hoping to soothe the family’s sorrow – by replacing the one they were grieving for – but as you can imagine, that didn’t land so well. The writings are vague in places, but I don’t think the humans realised what the Tuatha Dé Danann were capable of until that happened, and that changed everything for the worse down the line. The fact of them being able to impersonate anyone must have come as quite a shock. But they sorted out their differences, for a while at least.’

‘Why?’ Ian asked. ‘What happened then?’

‘A child,’ Ash replied glossing her tone with a respectful solemnity. ‘A changeling replaced a child. Did away with it too, if the writings are to be believed. One of them wanted to experience a mortal life, short as it was – to be brought up in a loving home, to live as part of a family, and feign the ageing process that was to them such an absurdity.’

‘So the stories are grounded in reality,’ Sean said.

‘Exactly,’ Ash said, her smile once again at full beam. ‘And after that incident, distrust was justifiably rampant. What followed next could be compared to a witch hunt. Anyone who acted out of character or whose appearance altered for whatever reason – be it from illness or injury – was suspected of being a changeling. And I’m pretty sure, Sean, that you can guess how they went about proving who was human and who wasn’t.’

‘Fire,’ he replied, his mouth lolling open.

‘Just like the superstitions say,’ she confirmed. ‘And you know what this means, don’t you?’

Sean stared at her, too awestricken to collect his thoughts.

‘The Kilmartin theory is right,’ Ash said, playfully clapping her hands. ‘They were all changelings. Every single one of them.’

‘Okay, that’s all very interesting,’ Ian put in, raising his hand like an eager schoolboy to get her attention, ‘but what about the witch hunt?’

‘Society was tearing itself apart and the Tuatha Dé Danann held themselves responsible, which was fair. And like you said last night, Sean, the humans were like pets to them. War and conflict were pains of the past. Bonds had been made. There were friendships, trade, a quality of life that wasn’t hampered by the human race, but rather was seen to be enhanced by it. So they opted for what you might call a hard reset.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sean asked.

Ash was pacing on the spot now, choosing her words before she spoke.

‘There could never be peace so long as the humans suspected that the changelings were secretly living amongst them,’ she said eventually. ‘And that instance with the child wasn’t an isolated case, apparently. So a deal was made, only a temporary one, mind you, but a deal nonetheless.’

‘I knew it,’ Sean said, rising to his feet. ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann went underground by their own volition. There was no way they could have been defeated.’

‘Would you ever sit down.’ Ian laughed, patting the crate beside him. ‘Jesus, you’re like two kids.’

‘What was the deal?’ Sean asked, ignoring him as he crossed his arms into a knot, unable to stand still.

Ash took her time, watching him with a smile that made the moment feel all the more timeless. ‘The two races agreed to split completely. Changelings on one side. Humans on the other. Gods and mortals divided, just as nature intended.’

‘And why did you call it a hard reset?’ the techie asked, jumping on the terminology.

‘To make sure that there was no more mixing between the two races,’ she explained, ‘insidious or otherwise, the Tuatha Dé Danann agreed to go under the earth, not forever, just for a while. The writings don’t say for how long, but that hardly matters now. The idea was that when they returned to the light, their kind would abide by the new rules set in place, forbidding them from interfering with human lives and society. No more suspicions. No more witch hunts. The peace that they’d come to appreciate could return.’

‘But it didn’t, did it?’ Ian asked. ‘The peace, I mean.’

Ash shook her head. ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann had mastered the human face. They could alter any aspect of it on a whim, but they obviously hadn’t learned to see through it – to the truth that you conceal behind smiles and laughter.’

‘They were betrayed,’ Sean whispered, finally sitting back down.

‘The day came – the one that the Tuatha Dé Danann had agreed upon; some reluctantly, others more eager to make amends,’ Ash said. ‘Your ancestors gathered around their makeshift tombs, all of them waving goodbye to the gods so foolish as to trust them. And when they’d all descended into the darkness, the humans sealed them in, trapping the changelings in the very prisons that they’d built for themselves.’

Sean couldn’t believe it. His father had been right. He imagined the old man’s face – so often laden with a frown as he laboured over the cryptic resources at his disposal – now dressed in a smile as euphoric as his own.

‘And when was this exactly?’ Ian asked.

For a man who’d ridiculed their research the night before, he now seemed to be hanging on Ash’s every word.

‘Long enough ago for them to change,’ she replied.

‘What do you mean?’ the techie pressed, his whole face scrunched up in confusion.

‘Think about it,’ Ash said. ‘The Tuatha Dé Danann had the ability to change any aspect of their appearance. They chose to resemble humankind, but that doesn’t mean that was their original form. And in the dark, underground, tunnelling through the earth for centuries, of course they changed. Bodies would have grown skinnier and taller, relying on long limbs and claws to burrow out their nests. Eyes would have probably turned nocturnal over time. So, too, would their skin; denied sunlight for so long, they may have developed an aversion to it. The flawless beauty that Sean told you about was gone. These gods became monsters. No, sorry, that’s wrong. They didn’t become monsters. Humankind made them that way.’

‘But how were they trapped underground?’ Ian asked. ‘Wouldn’t it be just as easy for them to dig their way up instead of down?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ash replied, pouting at her lack of an answer. ‘The writings in the chamber allude to some secret that they’d learned from the Tuatha Dé Danann themselves. Call it magic, if you want. For all we know it was some lost technology or a fucking ritual. Sure look at the shaft and that stairwell in the main chamber – the way they’ve been cut so perfectly. The Milesians definitely learned a few tricks from the old gods before they turned on them. Anyway, regardless of how they trapped them underground, it worked. Once they went down, they weren’t coming back up anytime soon.’

Sean stood up again to catch Ash’s eye. ‘But they didn’t all go along with the agreement, did they? There were still those who knew better than to trust the human race.’

Ash grinned at him, like a teacher proud of her smartest pupil. ‘You really are a Kilmartin, aren’t you?’

‘And what happened to them?’ Ian asked jumping up to his feet to stay a part of the discourse.

‘They’ve been living amongst us the entire time,’ Sean said, looking to Ash, ‘just like my father used to tell me. Their bodies wouldn’t have suffered the same changes as the others, would they? They wouldn’t have had those same nocturnal limitations forced upon them.’

‘Right again.’ She smiled. ‘They could walk around like you or me; actually quite literally as you or me. But they were the minority after their kind had been betrayed. They would have grouped together, moved together, survived together, and the humans around them would have been none the wiser.’

‘You mean, they’re real?’ Ian asked nervously, the revelations having finally registered.

Ash smiled at him, but before she could speak another word, the walkie-talkie on the desk crackled aloud.

‘Aisling, come in,’ said a voice that Sean didn’t recognise. ‘Are you there?’

‘Go ahead,’ she replied, shaking her head at the timing.

‘We’re nearly in.’

‘What do you mean?’ Ash asked. ‘You’re nearly in what?’

More static fizzled in the tent. ‘That entranceway we found,’ came the reply. ‘It’s a tunnel, and it goes way deeper than we thought.’
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MINA

The daylight had been Mina’s only measure of time, and she’d lain on her side since Flanagan left, watching it darken to night, listening out for the occasional canter of hard-heeled shoes in the corridor outside. After the coop, the bulb above her bed felt no brighter than a flame on a wick, casting out the darkness without casting very much light. The yellow one – so easily enthused by the lamest distraction – had already succumbed to the tedium. He was now sound asleep, wings folded, his little head bowed in dream. Lucky for some. He’d been spared the hostile theories that kept Mina’s eyes from closing. She imagined the island of Ireland as one fat nest – a labyrinth of tunnels reaching from coast to coast and all places in between. What if over the centuries the watchers had been creeping up from the earth, silently stealing lives and positioning themselves like spies to await some terrible signal? And what if that day was finally due?

The doctor’s words still lingered in the air long after they’d been spoken. The watchers were getting bolder, risking exposure, leaving a trail that the authorities were brushing over with their own wilful ignorance. Mina had been right though – others did know about them – but never had a victory felt so bittersweet. What difference did it make when a rational lens deemed all those who knew the truth irrational, turning victims into supposed lunatics?

It’s only a matter of time before it gets out into the open.

‘And what then?’ she whispered to herself, wishing she had asked Flanagan that same question when she’d had the chance.

At least there’d be no more disputing her warnings, or her sanity for that matter. Lynch might even apologise for doubting everything Mina had told her bar her name.

Kilmartin’s kid was still out there, digging deeper by the day, awakening all those black eyes in the darkness. But there were camera crews, news reporters, and so many other witnesses on site; someone must survive to warn the world. Too many had already lost their lives because Mina had failed to act, like a child hiding under her bed, waiting for monstrous feet to gather around her.

‘I’m glad one of us is getting some sleep,’ she mumbled to the yellow one before silently screaming though another yawn.

A sudden blindness caused Mina to flinch up from her pillow. The lonely bulb had been extinguished – so too had the tall lights of the car park outside her window – leaving the cell in perfect darkness. She lay there, eyes wide but seeing only the room as she’d memorised it, pinned to a mattress that creaked with each nervous breath stolen from her lips. And then there was a sound amidst the silence, low but getting louder – getting closer. Footsteps were crunching across the car park. Mina unfolded her limbs and crawled clumsily up to her feet, disturbing the yellow one who began to whip his wings about his cage.

‘Keep it down, will you,’ she whispered to him. ‘Somebody’s out there.’

Mina reached her nose up to the window ledge. But where those steps had fallen, there was now only a cold and steady stillness. That didn’t change the fact that she’d heard them. It might have been one of the Guards plodding innocently over to inspect a dodgy fuse box or something. And yet this explanation – plausible as it was – didn’t make the dark any less ominous. The bird was still upsetting himself, chirping out every dissonant melody in his repertoire. Mina fell to her knees beside him on the bed and slipped her fingers into his cage.

‘It’s okay, I’m here,’ she said, like a mother consoling her upset child. ‘It’s just a power cut. There’s no need to cry.’

And yet she knew as these words were uttered that there was every fucking reason to cry. The watchers must have witnessed her arrest. Such was their determination to drive her off the road that they wouldn’t have renounced their pursuit so easily. They’d have bided their time and waited for the Guards to bundle her into the back seat, and then they would have followed, keeping to the lightless wilds that flanked the road on either side. How could she have been so stupid to hope that she was safe here of all places. She’d been caught and gift-wrapped for them to come and tear her open. Is that why the yellow one had acted out? Had he detected a presence outside their window where she’d only heard footsteps?

‘What’s out there?’ she whispered to him, her nose pressed to his cage.

The click of shoes was now approaching from the corridor. Mina discerned the rattle of keys as their holder fumbled to find the right one. There was a slide and a sharp click and the cell door opened, revealing a silhouette framed by the moody red glow of the station’s emergency lights. Judging by the shape – or lack thereof – it was the same Guard she’d spoken to earlier; the one who liked to chomp down on his fingernails between meals.

‘The power’s out, Mina,’ he said, spinning his ring of keys. ‘First time this has happened, but sure it’s not the end of the world. We’ll struggle on.’

‘What caused it?’ she asked.

‘No idea,’ he replied, not the least bit fazed by the night’s odd turn. ‘It’s just you and me in the station, so one of us will have to take the blame for it.’

‘What do you mean just you and me? Where are the others?’

‘Oh,’ he said, ‘they’re out on a call somewhere.’

‘Were you outside a moment ago, in the car park?’

Mina saw his bulbous head shake in the darkness. ‘No, I’ve been up in reception. Someone has to keep an eye on things here, you know.’

‘But I thought I heard someone,’ she said. ‘Actually, no, I definitely did. They walked right past my window.’

‘Well.’ The Guard chuckled. ‘Hopefully it’s an electrician because we could be in the dark for a while, I’d say. My advice would be to get yourself some sleep and…’ His silhouette turned to face the reception, revealing the full extent of his pot belly. ‘Hello,’ he called out, ‘is someone up there?’

‘What’s going on?’ Mina said, uneasy at the thought of any more surprises.

‘Sorry, Mina, one sec,’ he said, basked in that dusky red glow, still peering toward the corridor’s end. ‘It’s probably one of the lads. What would you call it? Reinforcements, that’s the word. Hopefully they know more than I do about getting the power back on. Hello!’ he shouted. ‘Johnny, is that you? He’s coming down,’ he said, turning to Mina. ‘He’s fairly handy with these sorts of things.’

Whoever Johnny was, his strides were slow and measured, barely imprinting a sound. Mina saw the Guard outside her cell bend his head around the dim light, presumably trying to confirm the identity of the one approaching him. The lack of any friendly banter between them meant that he’d yet to make his mind up.

‘Would you ever say something?’ he said as he strayed out of Mina’s sight, leaving the door to her cell open. ‘Hang on,’ she heard him say. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You’re not allowed—’

An almighty thud echoed through the corridor, swift as it was violent. The Guard’s keys jangled their last as they fell to the tiles. Mina shrank back against the wall, arms fastened around the yellow one’s cage, staring petrified at the open door as those same serpentine steps recommenced their journey towards her.

A body came to inhabit that crimson space, their silhouette as lean and long as Mina had dreaded; shoulders above the one it had silenced. It stood so ghostly still – this featureless horror, so at home in the darkness that it watched Mina without need for light. She could feel the yellow one’s wing brushing nervously against her palm. Maybe he’d already surrendered too, composing himself to face the end with some level of quiet dignity. He’d always been the bravest of the two of them.

‘Mina,’ came a voice, like a dream she’d forgotten.

The stance and stillness tugged at a thousand memories, and in the murky red light, she noticed hair hanging as mist past their shoulders.

‘Madeline?’ she whispered; speaking the name alone brought her back to that time.

‘Come on, Mina. We have to go.’

Even with that familiar voice beckoning her into the light, she still refused to believe it.

‘How do I know it’s you?’ she said, staying loyal to her own distrust.

The one in the doorway was heard to sigh with impatience as their head turned to glance back up the corridor. Their profile fit the claim, but voices and faces weren’t enough anymore to truly convince.

‘We don’t have time for this, Mina.’

It was Madeline’s voice – that familiar undercurrent of bitterness washed through her every word.

‘If you are who you say you are,’ Mina said, ‘then what was written above the fireplace? What were those words that you told me to live by?’

The other was staring at her as Mina awaited the answer that would save or surrender any hopes she had of escaping that cell alive. Even odds yet again – the story of her life.

‘Stay in the light,’ Madeline replied softly. ‘And it was you who taught me to live by those words, Mina.’

Despite all those doubts and drunken criticisms, the woman had come back for her, just like she said she would. Mina limped onto her feet, knees wobbling as she strained to steady herself, wondering why death seemed to take such sick pleasure in teasing her time and time again. The yellow one fluttered his wings when she reached back for his cage. No wonder he’d kept his cool, the clever little bastard. He may not have been Madeline’s biggest fan but he’d learned to tolerate her company: a masterclass in forgiveness seeing as how she’d once alluded to eating him.

‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Mina asked in a shrill whisper, calling to mind in that second just how pissed off she was with her. ‘You said you’d come find me weeks ago.’

‘I couldn’t,’ she replied with her signature succinctness before walking away. ‘They would have followed me.’

Mina scampered after her through the door and along the red-lit corridor; any space not contained within that cell felt alien to her now, and the unearthly mood lighting wasn’t helping. It made her pine all the more for fresh air and clean moonlight. Slumped lifelessly on the floor, she saw the Guard. He’d landed badly, with his arms all twisted at odd angles after Madeline had cast him with great strength and very little effort into the brick wall.

‘He’s not dead, is he?’ Mina asked, struggling to keep Madeline’s pace with the cage rattling against her hip.

‘No,’ she replied indifferently, ‘he’s sleeping.’

Hopefully this Johnny lad would buy him a stiff drink to soothe his bruises. He was one of the few Guards who hadn’t treated her like a wild animal being transferred between cages.

‘Where have you been?’ Mina asked, her socks sliding across the tiles.

The woman stopped on the spot and swung around to face her. ‘Mina,’ she replied, the hollows around her eyes flooded with shadow, ‘now is not the time for questions.’

‘But how did you know I was here?’

‘That’s another question, Mina,’ Madeline said before turning her back on her again.

The station’s reception was up ahead, basked in that same ruby red glow as the corridor, fathering more shadows than it did shapes. Mina saw someone pacing back and forth, arms folded, their shoulders aligned towards them, hinting at some expectancy. But the Guard had let slip that he was manning the desk alone that night. Whoever it was, their presence hadn’t deterred Madeline’s drive towards them. For a thrillingly rare and rosy moment, Mina hoped it was Ciara waiting for them. She’d imagined the squeeze of their embrace, the joy and the tears – the rejoining of two broken parts.

‘I told you to stay in the car,’ she heard Madeline snap as she struggled to keep up with her long legs.

‘I don’t know where you got the notion that you can tell me what to do,’ said a voice that skidded Mina to a stop. ‘The Guards rang me, remember. You’re lucky I even agreed to bring you along. And in case you’ve forgotten, I am her sis—’

Mina stood in the reception’s doorway, birdcage in hand, staring at this uncanny reflection of herself – identical to the eye, but a stranger beneath the skin. What with everything being so fucking red, any distinctions of their own design were now far less prominent. Her sister’s hair looked lighter, but not the awful blonde that was fake as the daft nails she glued onto her fingertips. Her clothes, too, were divested of their original colours. Everything about one was concordant with the other, and most striking of all – imbued in a light that softened the skin and cleansed it of cosmetic – their faces were one.

‘Mina,’ Jennifer said, looking her sister up and down as she quickly straightened her shoulders, forever trying to appear taller even though they shared the exact same height.

Words never grew naturally between them, and over the years that aridness had extended across the full gamut of affinities. Even as children – two stems growing side by side – their differences were impossible to ignore.

Mina looked to Madeline – the ancient shapeshifter who she’d more in common with than her own twin. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me?’

The night wasn’t finished with its surprises just yet. Mina had been dreading this day, and the circumstances of their reunion weren’t exactly going to make it any less painful, especially in light of the fact that it took a phone call from the Guards to bring them back together – hardly serendipity at its finest.

‘It’s nice to see you too, Mina,’ Jennifer said, indulging in that deriding little scoff of hers that had been the cause of one too many fights over the years. ‘Can one of you tell me why it’s so red in here? And where is everyone?’

Mina had thought her sister was sharper than this.

‘They’re the emergency lights, Jen,’ she replied with a sigh, turning to Madeline. ‘I’m guessing you cut the power?’

‘What?’ Jennifer snapped, taking a step closer. ‘Who cut the—’

‘I didn’t cut the power,’ Madeline interrupted, head tilted back as though she were listening to anything but the twins. ‘It was like this when we got here. That’s why I told your sister to stay in the car,’ she added, glancing over to Jennifer.

The Guard himself said that this was the first time the station had lost electricity; one of his last acts before being promptly rag-dolled against the wall. Mina thought back to those furtive steps she’d heard outside her window; they’d followed too soon after the blackout to be coincidental.

‘So you’re free to go, are you?’ Jennifer asked, looking around her, still trying to fathom the station’s red-tinted emptiness. ‘Would you like to tell me why you were arrested in the first place, Meens? I’m guessing drink was involved again, was it?’

‘Ciara’s missing,’ she replied, too tired to rise to the fight, ‘and they think I’m responsible.’

Though Mina knew what connotations the word missing really carried.

‘And why exactly would they think that?’

‘Because I was at her house the night they picked me up.’

‘What were you doing at—’

‘Jesus fucking Christ, Jen, can you just believe that I didn’t do anything wrong? She’s my friend. I only went to see if she was okay. And she wasn’t. She’s probably dead; I don’t know.’

The silence that followed hinted at neither belief nor doubt on her sister’s part, just that same deep-rooted disappointment, about as surprising as a gloomy cloud spitting down rain.

‘I do believe you,’ Jennifer said eventually, however forced it may have sounded. ‘But you have to understand, Mina, that I haven’t seen you since…’ She paused, catching herself. ‘You just disappeared – gone without a word – and when we last spoke you weren’t exactly making a whole lot of sense.’

Madeline remained a tight-lipped bystander, stoic as a heron, her gaze fixed to the ceiling.

‘Do you know if Ciara’s okay?’ Mina asked her, scrabbling above her fears to solicit the one answer she dreaded above all others.

Madeline had kept her pets alive in the woodland. Maybe, even after releasing them from that lightless cage of branches and thorns, she’d remained their stubborn guardian at a distance.

‘I don’t know, Mina,’ she replied, still dedicating the core wealth of her attention to whatever she’d noticed above her head.

Jennifer watched on impatiently, every angle of her body pointing towards the front door, not so subtly advertising a desperate desire to go home. ‘Can we leave now?’ she said. ‘I do have other—’

‘Quiet,’ Madeline snapped, raising her hand, having clearly heeded some sound beyond the range of the bickering twins.

Mina clamped her lips shut and, amazingly, Jennifer did as she was told too. The yellow one was acting all antsy again; lashing out the occasional wing and padding back and forth around his beam as though he couldn’t get comfortable on it. This was never a good sign.

‘What is it?’ Mina whispered to Madeline, so low that even the sister standing by her side couldn’t possibly have heard her.

‘Listen,’ she replied, pointing to the ceiling.

And then, standing inert amidst that eerie red glow where the shadows reigned supreme over the light, Mina heard it too – a gentle tapping on the station’s roof, as though there were somebody above them, stalking across its slates.

‘They’re here,’ Madeline said, her eyes snapping to the other side of the room, where another succession of steps was heard to join the other.

‘What are you talking about?’ Jennifer asked. ‘Who’s here?’

Mina slapped her sister on the arm. ‘Keep your voice down, will you?’ she whispered. ‘For fuck’s sake.’

There weren’t enough years left in their lives combined to make her believe what was out there. Mina didn’t want to believe it herself. She recalled what Madeline had said once, that night when Ciara battled to break through the door and run to her dying husband’s scream.

They always find you.

John. Daniel. Ciara. Mina’s turn was long overdue.

‘How many are there?’ she asked, pressing a palm to her chest, trying to rebalance her breathing, but she was losing more air than she could catch.

Madeline lowered her head and listened, counting the noises, isolating the bodies creeping in the moonlight above them.

‘Three,’ she replied, ‘maybe four that I can hear. But, Mina, there’s no telling how many could be out there.’
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SEAN

The seal’s effect on him was a mystery unto itself. Upon its discovery, the mere fact of its existence made Sean restless, agitating him like an opiate bubbling through his bloodstream. And only when the first team ventured down that stairwell – when the task of opening it had finally begun – did his migraines lift like a storm cloud, leaving him to bask amidst the clearest skies of thought. No pain. No distractions. No illusory voice to toy with his temperament.

He could finally brush aside those worries that he’d brooded over in secret: the fearful possibility that some illness of the mind was responsible. Sean had already self-diagnosed the same monomaniacal tendencies as his father before him, but this was more akin to some sudden strain of madness – a cruel crumbling of his mental faculties with the end so close at hand. He’d feared that he had contracted a virus from within the cavern, some primordial parasite that had seeded itself inside his skull. The horrible thought even occurred to him that it had been within his psyche all along – a disease he’d inherited through the Kilmartin blood. For what if his father had suffered the same? Could that explain why he’d skulked off like an old cat – to die alone if only to preserve his legacy as a man of sound and stable mind?

But now, standing again amidst the white-lit vastness of the main chamber, admiring the colossus that was his shadow, Sean felt like a giant himself as he unclipped his belt and left the harness dangling behind him like the last loose thread of the old man’s legacy.

‘You can take it back up for Ash now,’ he spoke into his radio.

‘Roger that,’ Ian replied, cheerier than Sean had ever heard him. ‘I’ll have her down to you soon as I can.’

Sean walked towards where Ash’s students had crowded around her latest discovery – another passage in an underground kingdom that was expanding by the hour. There were a few who eyed him apprehensively, doubting the kindness of his character in light of how he’d handled the incident with Ellie. But given the unprecedented heights that his humour had soared to, Sean decided that now was as good a time as any to make his reparations.

‘Amazing work, everyone,’ he said, expressing his praise with some gentle applause.

Some smiled, but none were polite enough to speak. Instead they’d silently parted like a Red Sea of inadequacies, revealing a sizeable fissure in the wall; one certainly wide enough for a body to pass through. But Sean was content to wait for Ash, taking care not to tear off the bandages before all wounds in their communion had healed.

‘Wow,’ he added, shaking his head in mock disbelief, ‘you have been busy, haven’t you? Does anyone have any idea as to what might be in there?’

Sean respected their opinions about as much as their work ethic, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised when they upheld their pact of silence. Academia’s future truly was doomed. But there was one girl who’d stood apart from the rest, her eyes glancing between the etchings above the opening and a notepad that she was fervidly scribbling in. Sean recognised her pink jacket from the night before. If only to quell the flood of bad blood rising against him, he ambled over to her, feigning a casualness that couldn’t have come across any more staged.

‘Hello,’ he said, leaning into her line of sight.

‘Oh,’ she replied surprisedly, snapping her pad shut, ‘hi, Sean. Sorry, I was away with the fairies there.’

He stood in beside her, chuckling to himself at the reference. It was unlikely she knew how her throwaway quip so conspired with the truth.

‘Amazing, isn’t it?’ he said, examining the Ogham above the doorway.

It was noticeably incongruent with the writings elsewhere. The lines were cruder and less pronounced, as though this particular section had been added as an afterthought or in great haste. If only he’d had the foresight to learn how to read it for himself. This was his discovery after all, and yet that particular facet of it belonged only to Ash.

The girl nodded, holding the notebook to her chest. ‘It really is.’

‘What’s your name?’ Sean asked. ‘I don’t think we’ve met.’

‘Caitriona,’ she replied sheepishly, ‘but everyone calls me Cat.’

Owing to his social naïveté, he wasn’t sure if this was an invitation for him to cull the letters in her name or not.

‘What year are you in?’ he asked.

‘I’m doing my master’s.’

‘Ah, wonderful,’ Sean said, accidently overselling his interest. ‘Any thoughts as to what you’ll be writing your thesis on? It’s not a decision to be taken lightly.’

‘Oh, I already know,’ she replied. ‘I’m doing it on the evolution of ancient languages actually. That’s why I’ve been recording as much of this as I can. I still can’t believe it. I mean, if I’d already finished my thesis before you found this place, it would be totally obsolete.’

By sheer chance, Sean had found the only bright spark on a dig full of damp wicks. Caitriona spoke with an enthusiasm that reminded him of his younger self, when he’d bring some new find to his father’s attention, speaking faster than he could write the words across his mind. Her eyes were the most golden brown he’d ever seen, brandishing every colour of autumn’s making. And the warmth to her sallow skin made those around her appear almost sickly in comparison.

‘You have your work cut out for you here,’ Sean remarked, lifting his gaze to highlight the enormity of her undertaking. ‘Have you had much luck with it so far?’

‘Do you want me to translate it for you?’

‘If you can,’ he replied, concealing his doubts in the girl’s ability. ‘I know it took Ash long enough to wrap her head around it.’

‘Really?’ Caitriona asked. ‘I thought she would have translated all of this on the spot for you.’

‘We’re not all specialists in ancient languages like you now, are we?’ he said with a smirk. ‘So come on, enlighten me, what does it say above our latest doorway here?’

‘Do not open,’ she replied.

‘Excuse me?’

‘That’s what it says,’ Caitriona said, peeling open her notepad and holding it up for Sean to examine. ‘Do not open, see! It’s about as accurate a translation as I can put into English. The Ogham that I’ve studied is nearly identical to it, with a few differences, of course. But once you understand the alphabet, it’s not that difficult really.’

‘Do not open,’ Sean repeated, his curiosity enchanted all the more by the prospect of entering somewhere forbidden.

‘There’s more too,’ she said excitedly, ‘it also says do not listen. Though it might be do not listen to them. And then, if you look there,’ she added, pointing ahead to a series of lines so lightly etched that they’d all but faded to nothing, ‘that’s the end of that section.’

‘And what does it say?’

The girl glanced down at her translation before looking Sean directly in the eye. ‘Not human.’

‘Really?’ he said as he leaned down for a closer look at her notebook.

It was chock-full of transcriptions with barely a line left empty. He reached over and leafed back a few pages, and there were more.

‘Did you translate all of—’

‘Thanks, Ian,’ Ash’s voice sounded over the radio. ‘I’ll let you know if we need anything.’

Sean looked over to see the woman pacing towards him. She’d discarded her coat for a black gilet and long-sleeved sweater. Her hair was pinned back tight and the sight of her – illumed in that heavenly white light – stole whatever thought was on his mind.

‘Okay,’ she said, smiling broadly as she stared past Sean to the gap in the wall, ‘looks like we found ourselves yet another astonishing discovery.’

Sean laughed. ‘Are we calling them all that now?’

‘Hey,’ she said, raising her hands defensively, ‘I’m just repeating what the press are saying. And I wouldn’t be surprised if a whole convoy of them arrived here tomorrow. The word’s finally gotten out that we’re changing history down here. Come on,’ she added with a wink that Sean would have followed to his grave, ‘let’s see what we got.’

Those many eyes that had ogled Sean like an uninvited guest now gleamed with affection as Ash strode between them. And he knew that had his father been alive, the man’s charming ways would have been met with similar adoration. She leaned into the crevice, guiding her torch around its bowels, assessing the risk as Sean discreetly took in the shapeliness of her legs.

‘It looks relatively stable from here,’ she said, holding a hand over her nose as she glanced back at him. ‘That smell isn’t what I was expecting. But I reckon we can go a little deeper.’

‘Right behind you,’ he replied, twisting on his torchlight.

Ash crept inside, manoeuvring her body around the juts protruding out like broken bones neath a stony skin. The passage was tight; cut just wide enough to accommodate a single body, and a slender one at that. It was highly possible – despite their colourful presumptions – that it was in fact no more than a crack in the wall. But, trailing his light behind Ash’s legs, the floor seemed relatively flat, its stones smoothed down by the past flood of ancient feet. There was nothing else to see – only a darkness that billowed around his torch like a black fog.

‘It opens out, I think,’ Ash whispered back, the echo of her voice scattering around him.

The air had grown more and more feculent with each step he’d taken, but the promise of more space to breathe came as a relief regardless. After five more metres or so they shuffled into a small circular cavern where three more tunnels branched off ahead of them, deeper and somehow even darker than the one they’d just squeezed through.

‘Shit,’ Sean said, holding a hand over his mouth and nose, ‘this complicates things.’

He was well acquainted with Ash’s methodology by now. She’d want to examine all three passages before anyone explored an inch further, delaying the excavation by hours if not days. But the foul taste down there did wonders to curb Sean’s disappointment. He was secretly glad to be given any excuse to return to the airiness of the main chamber.

‘Wait here,’ Ash said. ‘I’ll go and draft some recruits.’

The woman was already backtracking to where the silhouettes of a few curious heads were peering through the fissure. Sean was beginning to regret volunteering for this particular survey, but it was too late to weasel out now, especially with all the crew watching. Their opinions of him were derisive enough without adding cowardice to his card.

‘I need two teams of two people,’ he heard Ash say. ‘It’s going to be tight down there and it’s going to be dark, so anyone with an aversion to cramped spaces should stay back here. Now isn’t the time to take any stupid risks.’

The air was fat and putrid, and so vile that Sean could taste it clawing down his throat. His torch – powerful as it was – couldn’t disturb the depths of any of the three tunnels. But it was then, as he drew its light idly across the walls, that he noticed the deep gashes in their stone. He ran his fingers over them, offering those ancient scars a tender touch after centuries of neglect.

‘And aside from your torch, you’re to bring a pen and notebook or something.’ Ash was still administering orders outside. ‘I need you to map out the route you take, okay? This is important. Radios aren’t going to work down there and I need you to be able to find your way back out again.’

The markings might have been the work of a bear. They were native to Ireland up until two and a half thousand years ago, and they’d certainly felt at home in the Burren; discovered bones were proof of that. But a beast of such size couldn’t have possibly infiltrated the main chamber, and it certainly hadn’t squeezed through that narrow passageway to reach where Sean stood now.

‘And for the love of God,’ Ash was heard to say, raising her voice, ‘be careful down there. Don’t take a step without making sure that it’s safe first. We haven’t come this far to lose any of you now, though that being said it’d be an easy way to get us on the six o’clock news.’

A flurry of laughter echoed down the corridor like a cloud of bats. Ash was full of surprises that day. It’d been easier for her to stand rigidly by her better judgement during those early days of discovery, when their cavern was no more than a hollow under their feet and the true extent of its historical significance had yet to shatter all expectations.

She was slinking her way back towards him, tailed by the four students so lucky as to create a memory that they’d regale the world with for the rest of their lives.

‘We have three tunnels,’ Ash said to them, still issuing her last instructions. ‘Sean and I are going down the centre, which means you can decide amongst yourselves who wants left and who wants right.’

Sean took a step back as they funnelled into the open space, body to body, cramped in too close for comfort.

‘What is that?’ one of them asked, expelling a groan.

Sean couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘Oh, Ash didn’t tell you? Free drinks for anyone who finds out what that smell is and puts a stop to it.’

Nervous giggling rang around the stone before rippling down the three stony throats waiting to consume them. A restless curiosity lured Sean’s gaze back to those long cuts in the wall. There was no point in drawing anyone’s attention to them just yet, not until their courage – however counterfeit it may have been – had been put to good use. If their gritted teeth and wide eyes were any indication, the abysmal dark of their respective passages now presented a threat they’d underestimated amidst the camaraderie of the main chamber.

‘Do you want to lead the way?’ Ash asked, but she must have read the answer in Sean’s expression – there was no chance in hell that he was taking point on this one.

‘Ladies first,’ Sean replied, gallantly guiding her ahead of him.

She looked to the two teams flanking them on either side. ‘Best of luck down there. And remember, take it slow. We honestly have no idea what we’re walking into. And if any of you start feeling a bit, you know, uncomfortable, then I want you to get out immediately.’

Sean fastened his fingers around the torch, trying to visualise how deep the tunnel could possibly go, but his imagination proved just as blind.

‘Are you ready for this?’ Ash said to him.

He nodded but couldn’t find the words to lie to her.

Sean stayed his light on her back, keeping his toes inches from her heels as they padded down a soft decline beyond the breach. The low ceiling was suffocating to tread beneath, its grooves lapping up their torchlight in rolls of shadow, making that most cadaverous of spaces feel all too alive. More scratches caught his eye. But he was too absorbed in the action of each breath to consider mentioning them. And besides, if he’d seen them, then Ash must have too.

How long had it been, Sean wondered, since last this silence had been disturbed? He tried to block out the reality of where they were, but all he could picture was a sideways view of the Burren, like a diagram in one of those geography textbooks he’d had as a child, showing the layers of earth sliced open like a piece of cake, with him trapped in the very base of it. He couldn’t think of a worse death in that moment: quenched out of existence under an avalanche of stone. Another Kilmartin lost without a body to bury by his mother’s side.

‘Looks like we got something,’ Ash said, startling Sean back to the moment.

‘What is it?’ he whispered up to her.

She stopped in front of him. Sean watched as her torchlight panned the wall to their right. There he saw the chiselled frame of another doorway. She looked back to him, her lips quivering in a smile as she stepped inside.

Dusty particles misted around their torches as both beams felt around the room’s four walls. Its size was not dissimilar to the tent, and the ceiling was high enough for Sean to finally straighten his shoulders. Cubbyholes had been cut into the long wall facing them. And in the centre there was a table, rectangular in its design and assembled from shards likely cracked from the walls enclosing it. Everything was stone. Its architects hadn’t wasted a single rock. There were stools too – as artfully constructed as the table – and a great urn that must have held a fire bold enough to spill gold across every shadow. Unbelievable as it was eerie, this dismally dark space was once a room. It had housed people and a purpose for being. There had been warmth here, and light, and somehow – within the uncharted depths of the Burren – there’d been life.

‘Sean,’ Ash whispered, her light trembling as it illumed the far corner, ‘look.’

He crept over to her side and there laid his eyes on the bones. Unstirred by a breath of air since that doorway was sealed, their form and shape remained mostly intact, though who they were had long been forgotten. It was so sadly symbolic of mankind’s own mortality. Time did more than kill. It had the power to erase people out of existence entirely. The happiness, the sorrow – the highs and lows of a life seen through to its end – all of it had been reduced to this: a pile of dust and bone heaped into the darkest corner. Sean’s torchlight caught the oval shard of a skull with a black hole for a socket; it was startling to imagine what its eye had once seen, a world so divorced from the present and yet somehow just as cruel. Around it were strewn the broken, fleshless bodies of what must have been half a dozen people, though given their decay there was no way of truly telling without the magic of modern science.

‘There’s copper plating too,’ Ash said, ‘and weapons. Do you seen them?’

He did, with the aid of knowing what to search for. They were browned and decrepit as old earthenware but remained distinguishable amongst the pile – sharp edges and flat lines: the work of a smith whose name and life had, like the others, been worn out of history by time’s cold tide.

‘Why would they all be in the corner?’ Sean asked. ‘It’s not a tomb. It looks more like a communal space, like a dining room.’

He heard Ash’s parched throat swallow in the silence. ‘It looks as if they were trapped.’

‘Trapped?’ he repeated, so loudly that the word rolled out the door. ‘Trapped by what?’

Her torchlight scanned around them for an answer, flashing across more of those same scratches that had criss-crossed the length of the passageway. Sean grabbed Ash’s arm and held it steady.

‘Look,’ he whispered sharply, ‘they’re all over the walls. What do you think could have caused them?’

Ash edged closer, her foot crunching over what must have been more bone. She touched a fingertip to one of the many gouges, always in multiples of four or five, like the handiwork of some ferocious beast.

‘It must be from whatever tools they used to create this place,’ she replied. ‘Or maybe it’s a design. This could be art for all we know, Sean.’

‘But look at it,’ he said, his voice ricocheting against the walls, ‘and tell me that doesn’t look like it was done by the claws of a bear or something.’

Ash tilted her head, considering the notion. ‘I reckon it’s still a tool. The Milesians might have attached something onto their fingers for digging into the stone. All I know is that no bear did this. Think about it, Sean, there aren’t nails in the world strong enough to leave cuts this deep.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

He heard her giggle as she nudged into him. ‘Don’t worry, even if some undiscovered species of super bear is responsible, it’s long dead by now. Come on, let’s keep moving. It can’t be good for us inhaling too much of this air.’

Ash resumed her course deeper into the tunnel. Again, Sean kept close as he could without breathing down her neck. He’d have happily turned around there and then, but he knew that she would have gone on without him. And the mere thought of being alone down there was unbearable.

‘What do you think this place is?’ he asked, if only to hear her voice.

‘If I had to guess,’ Ash replied, turning her head slightly to talk back to him, ‘I’d say it was a stronghold – somewhere to hide out and be safe – but I’ve never seen anything like it. The sheer amount of time and manpower it would have taken to build is incomprehensible.’

Sean grunted to clear his throat. ‘But why not build a stronghold above ground? This seems like a lot of work for such a shitty way of living. Like, why would anyone opt to stay inside the Burren when there were open fields and woodlands that they could have colonised instead?’

‘I guess it depends on who they were hiding from,’ Ash said.

The questions were in full bloom now, and Sean knew that however many years he’d left, they would all be dedicated to making sense of this one.

‘Hold up,’ Ash whispered, skidding her feet to a standstill. ‘We’ve got another door up ahead.’

If the woman’s torchlight was any guide, this one was on the opposite side to the last.

‘Let’s see what we got,’ she said as her body was immersed in the darkness.

This room was smaller and – judging by those first pans of light – bereft of any contents. Its walls held the same carven shelves as the one before it and more stone debris was strewn across its floor.

‘It’s empty,’ Sean whispered, guiding his torch across the ceiling, searching for anything he might have missed.

‘Sleeping quarters, maybe?’ Ash suggested. ‘Or it could have been a storage room. Look here.’ She drew his attention to a pit in the stone shelf. ‘It’s been scorched black. This is where they would have kept a fire alive for light.’

Sean disbelieved that anyone could have survived like this – relying exclusively on firelight to find their way.

‘Let’s go,’ Ash said, passing back into the tunnel. ‘There’s nothing to see here.’

Before following her out, Sean flitted his light around the room one last time. As he’d come to expect, its walls carried the same scratches as elsewhere. If an animal were responsible, then it had travelled that passage as they were doing now, visiting every chamber along the way. By the time he’d peered around the door, Ash’s torchlight could be seen flickering from within another room up ahead, on the right side this time. Before he could reach her, the woman stepped back out, shaking her head in disappointment.

‘It’s just like the last one,’ she said. ‘Four walls and nothing else. I think I was right earlier; these rooms were probably where they’d slept. Maybe one room per family or, who knows.’

Sean poked his light further up the tunnel. ‘How far do you think it goes?’

‘Impossible to tell,’ Ash replied, ‘but we should get some air soon. This passage system looks like it’s all living quarters. Hopefully the other teams have gone as deep as we have. There has to be more down here. How about we do a quick scout up ahead before we leave.’

‘Okay, if you want,’ Sean replied, even though she’d just casually dashed his hopes of leaving in that very second.

‘I’ll take the left side and you take the right,’ she said, turning to walk away.

‘Wait, what?’ he snapped. ‘You want us to split up?’

‘We’re not splitting up. We’re walking down the same chute, but if there is anything else worth finding, we’ll find it a whole lot faster if we take a side each. Like I said, we can’t stay down here much longer.’

Sean would have been well within his rights to put his foot down and call it a day.

‘Let’s go so,’ he said reluctantly, ‘but stay close together.’

Ash now moved at a pace more resembling a light jog. Breaths were short and loud, and the effect of their torches flashing about them further heightened that sense of celerity. Sean was running in the exact opposite direction of where he’d wanted to go, but still he trusted Ash’s judgement.

‘Here’s one,’ she shouted back to him as she ducked into an opening on the left. ‘You keep going and I’ll catch up to you.’

‘Okay,’ he replied, staggering onward, facing the darkness alone for the first time.

It deceived his eyes into imagining that there was someone – or something – forever just out of his light’s reach, running ahead of him, mimicking Sean’s steps so perfectly as to blend within their echo. It was all in his mind, of course. But such fears grew so wild and swiftly that even the sharpest blade of rationality couldn’t prune them back. The walls went on and on until eventually he saw another door incoming on his right side. Sean stopped beside it, gasping and choking on air that now felt too dense to swallow. He looked back and saw Ash’s torchlight behind him.

‘Right, my turn,’ he croaked as he crept inside.

He flashed his light across the walls, eager not to tarry long in case Ash should get too far ahead of him. They were the same as those they’d already examined, chiselled with such phenomenal precision that it almost resembled a modern room with its long line of recessed shelves. But lowering his beam to the floor revealed that which tripped Sean back a step. One whole side of the chamber was scattered with the withered remnants of more weapons – spears and shields by the looks of it, all propped around the crumbled bones of those who’d wielded them in their final moments. But it was the skeleton in the room’s centre that caused the torch to almost slip through his fingers. It hadn’t decayed to the same degree as the others and was splayed across the floor with a spear impaled through the face of its skull. And yet that wasn’t the most chilling aspect of it. Its limbs were impossibly long; both arms and legs had bones twice the length of the tallest man. Anatomically, it was neither human nor any creature that Sean knew to exist. He drew his torchlight to the thing’s hands, and there he saw the frightful length of its fingers and the claws protruding from each one.

Ash hurried past the doorway. He wished he’d collared her to share his find, but he was still assembling his own thoughts on what lay in front of him. Its skull had cracked open from the impact, leaving no clue as to its species. And then the most wondrous epiphany alighted his mind, like a ray of sunshine searing through the darkness. How could he – of all people – have failed to see it. These were the skeletal remains of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Incredible as it may have been, this was the only explanation that made sense. The chamber was suddenly alive with his own giddy laughter – chanting around him in a room full of echoes – and he gripped his torch like a trophy. He’d discovered more than just their writings. This was the body of an actual god.

Sean dashed back to the tunnel, looking to where Ash had skittered off to. But there was neither sight nor sound of her. She must have entered another chamber that she’d found, and yet he couldn’t detect the faintest trace of light up ahead. The tiniest spark surely would have burned like a bonfire in such darkness.

‘Ash!’ he called out, listening as the word travelled down the corridor.

Sean took a cautious step forward. How far could she have possibly gone? He stopped. There was something there. In the darkness, there was light. He wiped the clamminess from his eyes and squinted down toward it, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. There were two of them – like crystals reflecting his light – but they were just beyond the torch’s reach.

‘Ash,’ he whispered, ‘is that you?’

No reply disturbed the stillness.

And then, all of a sudden, the realisation knocked the last ounce of air out of his lungs and froze Sean to the spot, leaving the torch quivering in his hand, too terrified to let that darkness fall between him and the eyes now watching him.

It wasn’t Ash.

It wasn’t even human.

In a panic, he spun on his heel to flee but cracked his shoulder off the wall, the shock of which sent the torch fumbling from his hand. It hit the ground hard by his feet and its light was lost. A short scream escaped his lips as the darkness devoured him. He collapsed to his knees and swiped both hands around the floor, suffering through the spine-chilling scramble of feet behind him and the scrape of their claws etching fresh notches in the stone. No nightmare could compare to the horror that seized him in that moment.

His fingers finally felt the torch. He hammered it with the base of his fist until it flickered back to life. The relief hit him like a drug. Life or death – light or dark; there was nothing in between. He shone it back down the corridor. But where those eyes had haunted its darkness, there was only an unnerving emptiness and the hollow boom of his every breath. That was until he hearkened a scream in the distance; it sounded miles from where Sean knelt trembling. It was one of the students. And then there was a second voice, sharing in the same terror, crying the same torturous lament. Whatever had taken Ash must have tracked down the others – all now doomed to die amidst the dark of their discovery.

There was nothing else Sean could do but run for the sake of saving his own life. The screams had been silenced. There was still another team out there, somewhere, but it was only a matter of time before those eyes fell upon them too. His throat was too dry to catch a breath as he threw his legs back through the passage. He was choking. He was dying. He had to stop. But he couldn’t. He had lost track of how many doors he’d passed. Two? Three? How far had Ash taken him before he’d lost her?

Sean suddenly tripped into the cavern where the three tunnels converged. He’d hoped to see someone awaiting him at the fissure’s end, but there was no one. He had never felt so alone nor so abandoned in all his life as he awaited some ghastly hand to drag him back into the abyss. But step by agonising step he crept his way closer to the end, until his body crashed like a shipwreck into the open.

The lights blinded his eyes as he groped across the floor, falling twice before finding his feet. Through a teary film of sweat and dirt, he glimpsed someone running to his aid. Other bodies were shifting in his periphery too – the next group who’d been awaiting their turn at the seal. Sean faltered toward them, gasping as one who’d just broken above a wild, unruly ocean within an inch of his life.

‘Who has a radio?’ he shouted between laboured breaths, his hand outstretched. ‘Someone give me a fucking radio now!’

He glanced back to the rift in the wall as he snatched one away from them – where the fearful musings of his mind imagined those spectral eyes watching him from the darkness. All that rubble cast about the floor was of no use anymore. The opening had been meticulously sealed to keep that fucking thing detained, and Ash’s team had hacked it into mismatched morsels that could never be rebuilt.

‘Sean,’ someone said close by, ‘what happened? Where are the others?’

If they knew the dire truth of their situation, each of them would be battling to escape back to the surface. But Ian’s winch was too slow to save them all. Sean dabbed his eyes clean and saw that lone harness dangling beneath the shaft – their only way out, and it would be his before it was anybody else’s.

‘They’re still down there,’ he replied, refilling his lungs, choosing his words carefully, aligning them to the lie that could save his life. ‘I had to get out. It’s the… claustrophobia. The walls, they were closing in on me.’

His panic was palpable; the sweat, the tears, the terror – why would they have any cause to question its source?

‘Can I get you anything?’ a boy asked him. ‘Do you want some water?’

‘No,’ Sean replied, pushing him away as he staggered through them. ‘I just need some air.’

‘That’s the only radio we have,’ someone said behind him.

He dragged himself away, his fingers fumbling with the walkie-talkie, adjusting its volume so as to keep his next conversation a secret.

‘Ian, come in,’ he said, radio pressed to his lips. ‘You need to get me out of here. Ian, come in, do you read me?’

Sean was pawing around the harness – trying to puzzle out its buckles and straps – when he noticed the bloody cuts across his hands from when he’d fallen. Pressing a finger to his head stained its tip with more of the same.

‘What’s going on?’ the techie replied. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m strapping myself in now,’ Sean replied, the panic bubbling up his throat.

‘Okay, give me a moment. What did you find down there?’

‘Just bring up the fucking chain,’ he snapped back.

Sean looked to those he was abandoning to their deaths. He picked out Caitriona watching him sadly, as though she were somehow privy to the selfish machinations he’d already set in motion. She was cradling her precious notepad to her chest when he beckoned her toward him.

‘You knew about this place,’ Sean said, seizing her by the sleeve when she stepped within his reach. ‘Why didn’t you warn me?’

He needed someone to blame. He alone couldn’t be held responsible for this.

‘You said Aisling was translating it for you,’ she replied.

‘She didn’t see the warnings above the door! She was only translating the writings on the wall. I told you this!’

‘But it’s all over the walls!’ she said.

Sean snatched the notepad away from her and flipped through its pages, his eyes darting over the girl’s sloppy handwriting, too frazzled to sift any sense from its words.

‘What does it all mean?’ he asked her. ‘What is this place?’

‘It’s a prison, Sean,’ she replied, fidgeting with her fingers.

‘That’s impossible,’ he shouted, waving the notebook in front of her as though he were castigating an animal. ‘People lived down here. This was a community.’

‘She must never be released. It’s written on the walls, Sean. We will watch. We will guard. We will do what must be done.’

Just when he thought he’d tipped the balance in his favour, the questions suddenly transcended the answers.

‘I don’t understand,’ he stammered, looking to Caitriona like a lost child. ‘Who is she?’

‘It doesn’t say her name, but I think she was trapped down there.’ She glanced back to the stairwell. ‘Do not open. Do not listen. Do not make a sound. That’s what’s written on the walls around the seal. Leave this place and never return. She must never be—’

‘No,’ Sean growled at her, ‘you’re wrong.’

Catriona flinched back from his outburst. ‘Why would they go to the trouble of writing it if it weren’t true? I think that’s why they buried this place, so that she would never be found.’

‘Why didn’t you fucking tell me this sooner?’

Where was the secret history that Ash had spoon-fed him in the tent? What possible reason would she have for lying about it all? Unless she was a fraud. With no knowledge of the language himself, he’d no means to question the woman’s translation.

No, he refused to believe it. There had to be some mistake.

‘Taking you up now, Sean,’ Ian’s voice called over the radio.

He gazed into Caitriona’s honey-hued eyes for what he knew would be the last time.

‘I’ll give this back to you on the surface,’ he said, holding her notepad close.

The girl cast a forlorn glance toward the fissure, and then to her friends – those idly ambling around the chamber, sharing jokes and making plans, taking what little time they’d left for granted.

‘What did you find down there?’ Caitriona asked, her voice delicate as splintering glass.

The harness began to rise, lifting Sean’s feet from the floor. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all he said.

But he truly meant it.
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MINA

The woodland used to tease her with glimpses of daylight – little evanescent reminders that there was still a world out there beyond its trees and maybe even a second chance at a life worth living. She’d fantasised that its open skies could keep her safe, that she could return to some faded semblance of normality. Nothing would ever be the same as it was, of course; she knew that. But there’d still be art and there’d still be wine. Mina had dreamt of the sun’s golden warmth on her eyelids, the soft sink of a mattress, and a fridge full of food – all those silly things that she’d taken for granted before they’d been taken away. Conversations more adventurous than small talk with bar staff and the sage old flies that fluttered around their taps. She might even have found love, for what it was worth.

But the watchers refused to let their favourite pet spread her wings. From the coop to the city to the coast to here, every second of every day she’d been surviving one short step ahead of them, and her knees now weakened at the thought of carrying on the chase…

‘Who’s on the roof?’ Jennifer asked, her impatience flaring in a voice that was far too loud. ‘Mina, are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

Madeline’s bright eyes burned red in the light. ‘It’s better if you don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘And you will keep your voice down, do you understand me? If you want to stay alive, then you’ll have to be cleverer than this. And much, much quieter.’

Jennifer’s shoulders slackened, shedding that bogus inch that put her head above Mina’s. She never did enjoy a fight unless she thought she could win it, and the tone of Madeline’s voice had scuppered any misguided hopes on that front.

‘I can’t run anymore,’ Mina whimpered, suffering through a sudden dead weight in her bones. ‘What the fuck are we going to do, Madeline?’

She hadn’t slept soundly since her whiskey-induced coma in Caroline’s cottage, and even then she’d woken up feeling all the worse. It was a miracle that Mina was still standing. But the exhaustion, the hunger, and the thirst were irrelevant pains at this point. All she could imagine were the watchers’ skeletal bodies haunting the moonlit slates above her, listening out for the slightest sound, waiting – like the ancient hunters they were – for some weakness to take advantage of; the thought of which drew Mina to consider her sister and the reckless scepticism that the changelings preyed upon. One broken rule. One mistake. That’s all it ever took.

‘You’re tired,’ Madeline said, monitoring Mina’s well-being like she used to, assessing her chances, taking stock of how much of that old fighting spirit remained after all she’d been through.

‘I’m wrecked,’ Mina replied, conscious of the blood fizzling around her fingertips, ‘and these fucking red lights aren’t helping.’

The reception’s abandonment felt staged and unnatural, as if she’d accidently invaded the performance of some nightmarish play that her subconscious was still rehearsing. But this was really happening; Mina just had to keep reminding herself of that. She hadn’t taken in the room around her until now. The night before – when two Guards had carried her across its tiles like a broken mannequin – she’d seen only her own filthy socks and nothing else. Despite the nauseating glow that washed like the red death across every surface, the walls surrounding her looked nothing like those in her cell. They’d had all the charm of cheap polystyrene, whereas these were cut from proper stone and laid to last.

This must have been the old garrison element of the station that the good doctor had told her about, and the Brits who’d built it clearly weren’t strapped for cash. This room alone had withstood every hard test that time could throw at it. The two windows on the front wall were tall and narrow, penetrable only by the smallest bird – the kind probably used by soldiers to poke an arrow through if some unwelcome Irishman made a charge at them. They let in fuck all light, but that hardly mattered now. The building’s design complemented their situation, there was no doubt about that, and one of the many alarms in Mina’s brain seemed to blare a little quieter at that revelation. The station was sturdier than the coop had ever been. But then she looked to the door – to its empty keyhole.

‘Shit,’ she yelled, dropping the cage to the floor as she skidded back down the corridor. ‘Madeline, hold that door shut!’

The woman’s movements paralleled the same urgency that sent Mina dashing from the room. Why hadn’t she picked up on the weakness sooner? The woman’s fascination with locks and their keys was a pivotal trait of her odd personality, and now certainly wasn’t the time to change that.

‘What’s gotten into you two?’ she heard her sister say, shouting over the yellow one’s screeching.

Mina slid down on her knees beside the Guard and snatched the keys up from where they’d fallen. She would have dragged the man into the cell, if only to keep him safe, but there wasn’t time. He was still passed out and blissfully unaware of all that was happening around him. She scrambled to her feet and ran back to the reception, forcing through the aches that burned across every conscripted muscle.

‘Here,’ she gasped, throwing the ring of keys to Madeline who snatched them from the air and jammed one into the door, twisting it shut.

No fumbling. No second-guessing. The woman hadn’t lost her touch after all.

Mina rested both hands on her thighs and looked to Jennifer. ‘We have to check this place for any entry points. The other rooms aren’t as secure as this one.’

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, crossing her arms uncomfortably. ‘Where are all the Guards?’

‘There’s only one here,’ Mina replied, breathless, pointing back toward the lump outside her cell, ‘but there are others. I think they’re on a call or something; I don’t know.’

Jennifer peered down the corridor, eyeing up the unconscious Guard with aired disapproval. ‘What’s wrong with him? Why’s he lying down?’

Mina grinned over at Madeline. ‘He’s sleeping, Jen.’

‘Sleeping?’ she repeated, shaking her head. ‘This just gets better and better. Did one of you do that to him?’

Had she lent any belief to Mina’s warnings, she’d have known there were far more pressing worries than being incriminated in sending a Guard to sleep before his bedtime.

‘Just stay out of the way, Jen,’ she said, ‘and try to keep your fucking voice down.’

Mina noticed another door behind the reception’s front desk, its red-lit wood framed in shadow. She refused to stand still until she was sure the whole building was secure. There could have been any number of watchers out there, searching for some way in. And for all she knew, they’d already found one. Mina edged the door open and found a room little larger than her cell, and obviously an original part of the old build. Its only window – set high and out of reach – was impregnable as those in the reception, and all was basked in that same crimson hue. Across from some steel filing cabinets there was a desk. Atop it she saw a computer and an analogue station of radios, their many lights blinking green; any colour other than red was a welcome sight.

‘It’s a comms room,’ she called back to Madeline. ‘We could call for help?’

‘And risk more lives?’ she replied. ‘No, Mina. Nobody can help us now.’

‘But we have to do something.’

‘We stay alive,’ Madeline said. ‘Like we used to do, we wait for the sun to rise. You’re safe so long as you stay in here. Anyone who comes to our aid will be dead before they reach the front door.’

Memories of the woodland festered like a black mould in Mina’s mind, darkening her days in every way imaginable. They’d even tainted her senses, causing her to flinch at any touch or sound reminiscent of that time. The cold chalkiness of the coop’s concrete; the soil glistening silver in the morning dew; the chill of the spring water when she’d pat herself clean; the squeak of a damp nut between her teeth; the screams and the light and the unspoken expectation that each night might be her last. These horrors and more ran under her thoughts like a steady, endless stream. But that was then, and this was now. And if these fucking fairies wanted a bloody piece of her, then she wasn’t going to make it easy for them. She wasn’t their pet anymore.

Mina strode toward the window nearest the door. It was too quiet out there. There hadn’t been a step upon the roof since Madeline called their attention to them.

‘We need to talk,’ Jennifer said.

‘Not now, Jen,’ she replied as she drew her face to the glass, but not too close.

‘This is madness,’ her sister whispered under her breath.

‘Madness?’ Mina fired back. ‘If you had any sense you’d realise that I’m trying to keep you alive. So, yeah, you’re welcome.’

The night was never so dark out there. She couldn’t see past her own blood-red reflection. Whatever scant moonlight slipped through the clouds, its veneer was too weak to settle, like a fine snow flitting down onto damp earth, dead on arrival.

‘Madeline, come over here,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t see shit.’

The woman’s strides were long as they were stealthy, and she loomed behind her in seconds, inspecting the same sight, but not with the same eyes.

‘There’s nothing,’ she said eventually, having examined the black beyond the pane.

‘What do you mean nothing?’ Mina asked, turning to look at her.

‘I mean that there’s no one out there.’

Was Madeline brushing over the truth to keep her from freaking out? The way she’d stared so intently, Mina suspected that she’d seen something that she wasn’t sharing with her.

‘You’re sure about that?’

‘Am I sure about what, Mina?’ the woman asked impatiently.

Mina sighed in frustration. ‘That there aren’t like a hundred fucking watchers out there looking at me?’

‘I’m certain of that,’ Madeline replied. ‘One day you’ll learn to believe what I tell you without questioning it. You do realise it would make keeping you alive a whole lot easier.’

‘Well, you haven’t always been especially forthcoming with the truth now, have you?’

The woman exhaled hard through her nostrils. ‘It was for your own good, Mina.’

They stood side by side, Mina seeing nothing, and Madeline enjoying the view that may or may not have also been nothing. She could feel the woman’s arm brushing against hers, and almost forgot that she wasn’t human. Everything about her now was so convincing. Or maybe, Mina didn’t see the differences anymore. There were friends and there were monsters. And Madeline was the best friend she had left.

‘You didn’t have to leave, you know,’ Mina said, ‘when we arrived in the city. You could have stayed. You could have told me the truth then. I could have taken care of you, shown you how the world works.’

The woman’s body language remained mute as ever. ‘You know I couldn’t stay, Mina.’

‘I don’t believe that. We were a family. Me, you, Ciara, Daniel. We went through hell to get home. Things might be different if we’d stayed together.’

Madeline had been just as scared and lost as they were, trying to find her way in a world that none of them understood anymore.

‘He has a son,’ Mina said. ‘Kilmartin, I mean. He’s found something underground. I don’t know if it’s another fucking nest or what, but he’s got a whole team of archaeologists digging it up.’

She didn’t need to see Madeline’s face to feel the frown forming.

‘Where?’ the woman asked eventually.

‘The Burren. It’s this massive pile of rock in County Clare. He’s convinced it’s some lost part of his father’s research. And we both know what that bastard was into.’

Madeline’s breathing – always so calm and steady – hastened.

‘Sorry,’ Mina whispered as she recalled how fond the woman had been of the late professor. ‘Do you know what it might be?’

‘It’s not a nest, as you keep calling them,’ she replied. ‘It can’t be. When my kind went under the earth, they tunnelled through soil, not stone.’

‘So it’s all fine then?’ Mina said, indulging in a smile that felt almost unnatural, so rarely did she wear one. ‘Kilmartin’s kid isn’t going to unleash a whole load of monsters?’

Madeline’s silence wasn’t the answer she’d been hoping for.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied with worrying uncertainty.

Jennifer had been listening in but remained uncannily quiet. She glanced around her – to the locked door and the communications room – mulling over some indecision that Mina worried might have the audacity to get them all killed.

‘You okay, Jen?’ she asked her.

Her sister turned her back on her – a far more effective response than words.

‘Wait here,’ Madeline said before breaking away and striding purposefully toward the corridor. ‘We need to seal this room off from the others. But I want to inspect the rest of the building first. Here, Mina,’ she said, offering her the keys. ‘In case they’re already inside, lock you and your sister in that comms room that you found.’

Mina shook her head. ‘I’m not—’

‘You’ll do as you’re told,’ Madeline said sternly. ‘You know what they’re capable of. You’ve seen it with your own eyes, so don’t argue with me. We have not got the time.’

The woman paced down the corridor, leaving Mina no choice but to relent.

‘Can you put the Guard in my cell?’ she called after her. ‘Please!’

‘I was going to,’ Madeline replied without missing a step. ‘We don’t need to be babysitting another person who can’t keep their voice down.’

Whatever makeshift plans Mina had concocted for keeping them alive, she knew that the best chance they had rested on Madeline’s judgement. She dragged herself over to the front desk and slid her back down against it. With the weight of a thousand worries pinning her to the floor, she stretched out her legs and let the keys drop to the tiles. Just a moment, that’s all she needed. She cupped her face in her hands as the walls orbited around her, spinning at a speed all too similar to a bad shot of whiskey on an empty stomach. Between breaths, the yellow one could be heard chirping out some words of encouragement. He was somewhere by her feet, but she couldn’t prise her eyes open to look at him.

‘It’s okay,’ she whispered, waiting for the floor to even out. ‘Everything’s going to be fine. When all this is over, we’re going to sleep for a week.’

Mina had sold the little guy so many lies, it was a wonder he kept on buying them. Being entrusted to her safekeeping was some of the worst luck for any conure, but she was the luckiest girl alive to have had him by her side through all of this. He was that golden ray of sunshine glinting through those dark clouds that followed her wherever she went. A line of white light suddenly swiped across the wall. Mina’s head jolted back, dazed by any colour that wasn’t red. It took her a benighted moment to grasp what had happened – it was the headlights of a car. Someone had pulled up outside the station. She clambered awkwardly to her feet and ran to the window where Jennifer was already standing.

‘It’s the Guards,’ her sister said with no short measure of relief, ‘finally!’

The woman’s naïveté was on par with her stubbornness if she thought that this was a welcome turn of events.

‘We have to warn them,’ Mina said, leaning in beside her. ‘Fuck, Jen, what do we do? They’ll never see us through these skinny windows.’

Their car had parked on the side of the road, behind a low wall, directly across from the path leading to the door. They were probably just as baffled as Jennifer as to why the whole building had been left without power.

‘Mina,’ she said, powdering her voice with condescension, ‘try to calm down, will you? Like you said, you’re not guilty of any crime. There’s no need to be so antsy. Maybe what you need is some help. The Guards can keep you safe from these monst—’

‘You don’t get it, Jen,’ Mina shouted, backing away from the window. ‘They’re real. The monsters are fucking real!’

She scrambled back to the communications room, gripping its doorframe as she skidded around to the table of radios. The preciousness of each passing second meant life or death for the two men outside. Mina grabbed the first one that her fingers found and fumbled about in the ruby red half-light for a button or some way to activate it. She hadn’t a clue what she was doing, and the plastic brick in her hands wasn’t offering any helpful suggestions. Like a child all too aware of her own shortcomings, Mina wished that Madeline were there to take control of the situation.

‘Hello, hello,’ she said after feeling something sink under her thumb, ‘can you hear me? Do not get out of the car. I repeat, do not get out of the car.’

Mina waited, staring at the green light, desperately hoping for something – anything – but nothing came. Time was up. She heard a furtive step above her head. The watchers were moving into position.

‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ she muttered, throwing the radio onto the table. ‘Jen, try to get their attention through the window!’

She dashed back through the doorway, glancing first towards her cell where Madeline had yet to reappear, and then Mina saw her sister standing at the front door. She’d already reinserted the key into its lock. Her hand was primed to open it. Mina had left them on the floor. This is why Madeline should have always been left in charge of them.

‘Jen, what are you doing?’

The desk stood like a high hurdle between them. Even if Mina had the strength to run, she’d never make it to the door in time.

‘I’m sorry, Meens,’ Jennifer said. ‘I’m not playing along with this game anymore. I’ve watched you and this Madeline woman, and it’s not healthy. It’s not right. You’re sick, both of you. I’m just going to go outside and talk to them. I’ll tell them that you’re not well, okay? They’ll under—’

‘Don’t open that door, Jen, please,’ Mina said, her voice breaking. ‘You don’t understand what they are.’

‘Your monsters? The ones you’ve been trying to drown in the bottom of a whiskey bottle? Can you not see that something’s wrong with you, Meens? Don’t you get it? Did you ever stop and think for a second why these changelings are always after you?’

Mina was the reason that her sister’s perfect life had come to inhabit that station. She’d invited her head first into her own private hell – a life so bruised and broken it hardly resembled a life at all. She shouldn’t have given the Guards her number, but she had nobody else. They’d forced her hand to name somebody – anybody – who might care enough to count as her next of kin. And this was the best candidate she had for the job.

‘It’s because of what happened to Mum, isn’t it?’ Jennifer said. ‘God, why can’t you let it go? All that self-pity, Meens, it’s not healthy. Hating your own reflection. Hating me. No wonder you’re so fucked up.’

‘They’re real, Jen,’ Mina pleaded, ignoring the spite and the cruelty. ‘You have to believe me.’

‘Well,’ Jennifer said, standing high on the tips of her toes, ‘I’m not scared of them, Mina. These things in your head don’t exist and I’m not going to let them spook my little sister anymore.’

‘You were born thirteen minutes before me,’ Mina said, trying anything to keep the conversation going until Madeline returned.

‘Exactly,’ Jennifer said as the door opened and the cool night’s air snaked inside.

‘Please,’ Mina shouted, throwing her hands out, ‘don’t do this! I’ll never ask anything from you again, Jen, ever! I promise. After tonight you can leave and I’ll disappear. You’ll never see me again. But just, please, for me – for Mum – don’t go out there.’

‘There are no such things as monsters, Mina, and I’m going to prove it to you. And I am doing this for Mum. I’m just glad she never saw you like this.’

The door swung shut behind her. There was the sudden tapping of more footsteps, all of them trickling like a cascade of broken teeth towards the front of the building. The predators were being rewarded for their patience. Mina bounded over to the door, passing by the yellow one who was flaying his little wings in warning. She drew it open just enough to peep outside. The thought of the watchers, poised and bloodthirsty, waiting for her to stray out of the light, kept her tied to the threshold. This was rule number one, and none who broke it ever survived to break another; it’d been branded so deeply into her psyche that even now, with her sister on the brink of slaughter, she was helpless to save her. Mina could only watch as Jennifer marched towards the two Guards now standing by their car, all three of them oblivious to the black eyes studying them from atop the station’s roof.

‘Jen,’ she screamed, ‘come back inside, please!’

Her sister turned – slowly, as only a warped moment in time could capture – and Mina realised just how far they’d drifted from one another. There was no love in the woman’s eyes; not even the weakest shade of it. There was only disappointment. She was like a master abandoning some mutt on the side of the road, too uninterested in its old life to give it a chance at a better one, and so heartless as to not think twice about it. It was like staring at a drawing of herself – the kind Mina would scratch out after two bottles of wine and have no recollection of come the morning. The same anger, the same regret, the same fucking pride. The only traits they’d shared were the kind that nobody wanted. They looked to each other now – to the stranger who wore each other’s face. But whereas Jennifer saw only Mina, the Guards behind her raised their heads. They’d seen that which her sister had not.

‘Please,’ Mina called out to her, desperately trying one last time, ‘don’t do this.’

One of the men – so paralysed by the sight of them – fell back against his car. He didn’t utter a word. He didn’t have to. The fear in his eyes screamed loud enough. The other Guard reacted in kind, stranded somewhere between fight and flight, too terrified to commit to either.

Jennifer glanced over to them, and then back to her sister, and finally she looked up – to where the monsters must have been staring right back down at her. Mina recognised that face. It was the one she’d studied in the mirrored pane night after night, painted from cheek to cheek with fear’s awful paleness. The watchers’ shrieks came as she knew they would, tearing through the night’s starry seams, as chilling as the first night she’d heard them. The slates of the roof pounded as they launched themselves into the air, and Mina was suddenly wrenched back from the door before Madeline slammed it shut.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ the woman growled as she dropped to the floor beside her.

She’d tried to squirm back to her sister. But Madeline had her pinned on her back. Those seconds just gone were shuffled and cast into the air, their order lost. The woman had held the door closed as Mina heard the watchers slap down onto the ground outside. They’d snarled and hissed so vehemently that the panicked cries of the two Guards were all but lost. If there were only four of them out there, then why did their unearthly voices now ring through the night with the volume of thousands? And yet, worse still, between the savagery, Jennifer’s screams sounded identical to Mina’s, and she could only listen as they were whipped into the distance, taken flight like an eagle snatching away its prey. And then came the death throes of those poor men – a coda of broken bone and agony whose bloody stains wouldn’t be discovered until the dawn.

‘What happened?’ Madeline asked, still trapping Mina to the tiles.

Even if the woman relinquished her hold on her, she hadn’t the strength to lift a shoulder off the floor. It didn’t seem real, and that numb limbo between fantasy and reality had erased any thoughts that would have otherwise terrorised her to tears in that second.

‘Jen,’ she wheezed, more a breathless sound than a name she’d known.

Mina pictured her sister still standing outside the door, frozen in that moment before the watchers descended. She was gone. And yet Mina didn’t believe it. She refused to. Whether she liked it or not, Jennifer had always been there, since the second she was born, criticising and trumping her in all of life’s challenges, and now – now she wasn’t.

‘The Guards came,’ Mina replied, staring lifelessly at the foggy red bulb on the ceiling. ‘Jen took my keys. She wouldn’t listen. I told her not to go out there but—’

‘She did,’ Madeline said, finally releasing her.

Mina struggled onto her elbows, unsure of how exactly she came to be lying there. The violence outside had quit to silence. There was only the sound of her bones cracking as she sat further forward. She listened out for her sister’s footsteps. Maybe, she thought, Jennifer had swallowed her pride and was making her way back to apologise. She’d seen the monsters with her own eyes. What more proof could she have possibly needed to believe her?

Madeline lifted to her feet. ‘You know better than to go out there, don’t you, Mina? I trust you’re not going to do anything stupid.’

‘I won’t,’ she replied with a short shake of her head. ‘I know the rules.’

That’s all she knew. The door stayed shut until the sun rose again, and that was the one rule that couldn’t be argued against. It didn’t open when John had come back to them, and it wouldn’t open now, no matter who came knocking. Life was simpler with rules, so long as Mina abided by them. Madeline looked to the ceiling and tilted her head, lending her ear a better angle to listen, appearing more hunter than prey as she homed her senses in on their surroundings. Meanwhile, the yellow one was sitting quietly on his beam. If he’d made a peep in the past five minutes then Mina hadn’t heard him.

‘Where are they?’ she whispered, wrapping both arms around her knees. ‘Are they still out there?’

The woman’s gaze lowered. ‘I don’t know. I can’t hear them.’

In the plaintive silence that followed, the absence of Jennifer’s constant criticisms became more and more poignant, like a shadow growing in the sinking sun.

There had been two. And now there was only one.

Madeline paced over to the window and looked out, craning her neck from side to side to take in all that she could.

‘What do you see?’ Mina asked as she battled back onto her feet.

‘Nothing,’ Madeline replied.

‘Can you please describe nothing to me?’

‘If you insist,’ she said grudgingly. ‘Most of the blood is around the vehicle. Someone’s intestines are on the windshield. The bodies must be on the road but I can’t see them because of the wall. Though whatever’s left of them can’t be much.’

Mina crept in beside her, painting the nothingness with Madeline’s words.

‘What about my sister?’

‘Your sister is gone, Mina,’ she replied, withholding her sympathies. ‘If her body is out there somewhere, I can’t see it. But it’s dangerous to pretend that she’s still alive. You’ve seen it before, when Ciara thought her dead husband had returned to her. Should you hear your sister’s voice, then I expect you to know that it isn’t her.’

‘You mean, that wasn’t John?’ she asked, thinking back to that night, when their friendships first faltered to the sound of the dying man’s screams.

‘No, Mina, it wasn’t.’

‘But how can you be so sure?’

Madeline didn’t take her eyes from the glass as she spoke. ‘Because no one escapes, Mina. The woodland is a trap and none who enter it ever find their way back out. It disorientates your kind in the most mystifying ways – twisting you around in circles, blinding you to your surroundings, distracting you with your own fears and memories. Nothing can be done about it. To keep a straight line is impossible. And man’s technologies are useless there. Even something as rudimentary as a compass will never find its north.’

She’d spoken so sadly that Mina knew better than to doubt her. And yet…

‘You used a compass to get us out of there,’ she said. ‘Remember, we found it in Kilmartin’s safehouse.’

‘Did you examine it for yourself?’ Madeline asked her.

‘Of course I…’ She stopped as the true memory manifested from the fog. ‘Wait, no. I don’t think I even touched it.’

‘If you had, Mina, then maybe you wouldn’t have been so brave as to follow me. And I couldn’t have that.’

Mina’s face iced over with disbelief. ‘It’s a trap,’ she echoed.

‘Only a changeling can come and go as they please,’ Madeline said, ‘and only in my company could you ever have escaped as you did.’

That day, when she’d wandered into the woodland with a rolled cigarette in one hand and a caged bird in the other, it was terrifying how quickly she’d lost her bearings.

‘You knew John didn’t stand a chance.’

The woman didn’t flinch. ‘We should go before they come back.’

‘Go?’ Mina repeated despairingly. ‘Go where? I don’t have anywhere to go, Madeline.’

‘To Kilmartin’s son,’ she replied, collected as ever.

‘But I thought you said it wasn’t a nest?’

‘I don’t know what it is, Mina. But if the professor’s research has led his son there, then I suspect it must be something. How far away are we?’

Mina raked a hand down her face as she tried to visualise a bird’s eye view of the west of Ireland. Given what Flanagan had told her, they were on the right side of Galway, close enough to the border of County Clare, where Sean Kilmartin was picking away at the Burren like a lock on Pandora’s box.

‘Less than an hour, I’d say,’ Mina replied as she trudged back to the reception’s desk.

She frisked around the red shapes cluttered around its shadows. A plastic cup of pens rolled to the floor before her fingers felt the keys. One of them must have belonged to the car she’d seen parked outside the window of her cell.

‘We have wheels,’ she called out to Madeline.

‘What good are wheels going to do, Mina? We need a whole car.’

She chuckled through her exhaustion. ‘Don’t ever change, Madeline.’
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SEAN

Was it not better to die in the dark than stand in the light again and let the world learn the terrible truth of what he’d done? Sean had forsaken all those young lives to save his own, and yet to what end? There was nothing left for him on the surface. This was all he’d ever had. Since the day he was born, he’d been groomed for the sole purpose of proving the sceptics wrong, never once stopping to consider the consequences should he succeed.

And yet, as he rose through the darkness of the shaft, his thoughts were not for his corrupter – the father who’d guided his child like an eager beast to slaughter, sacrificing Sean’s youth for his own double-edged dreams. Rather, they were for his mother: the sole voice of reason in a house ruled by fairy tales and madness. What would she think of her son now? She’d watched him toil in his father’s shadow, denied the light that may have encouraged him to flower into a man of his own making. But he’d been no better than a dog, fawning over a master whose maltreatment he’d witlessly misconstrued as love.

‘Nearly there, Sean,’ Ian called over the radio. ‘This storm is picking up, so you’d better brace yourself. We might have to lift everyone out before it gets any worse.’

What was more precious – to be right or to be alive? The late and erroneously lauded Professor David Kilmartin was neither. Sean had lost everything in his desperate gambit to win the approval of a dead man who’d believed more in fairies than he had in his only son.

Ian grabbed him by a shoulder strap and hauled him over to solid ground, battling against a wind that fought to knock the techie off his feet.

‘What happened?’ he shouted as he went about freeing the harness. ‘You were down there for ages. I thought you guys had gotten lost.’

Sean glanced around for the timber planks they’d used to secure the shaft the night before, but they were so few, most of them having scuttled away in the storm. The Milesians had taken such measures to bury that damnable pit for all eternity, and yet he’d neither the tools nor the time to follow in their footsteps.

‘There’s something down there,’ Sean replied, his eyes fearfully pinned to the black hole beside them. ‘It… took Ash and the others.’

Ian unclicked the harness and left it flailing in the gale. ‘What do you mean it took her?’

Both men had to throw their weight into the storm just to stay upright.

‘She’s gone,’ Sean shouted, struggling to catch his breath. ‘We need to seal this back up. Come on, we don’t have much time.’

Ian jumped in front of him as he reached down for a slab of wood, kicking it away from his hands. ‘What’s down there?’ he spat.

‘They’re real, just like I told you. But they aren’t gods, Ian. Whatever they are, we can’t let them escape.’

Quarantine was their only option. Should that chain be lowered to the chamber floor, the creature he’d released from the catacombs could climb its length to the surface. It would finally be free to sow its savagery across the island, taking more innocent lives than those Sean had already committed to sacrificing.

‘There are still people down there,’ Ian said, pushing him back. ‘We’re not closing up the chamber until everybody’s out! Have you lost your fucking mind?’

Had only the man seen its devilish eyes and suffered through those dying screams echoing through the darkness.

‘You don’t understand what’s down there, Ian! It’s not human.’

‘You’re out of here, Sean,’ the techie snarled back. ‘I knew you were losing it, but this is full-blown insanity. Head back down to the base camp. I’m calling it – you’re done. I’m getting everyone out of there. And no one’s going back down again until I talk to Ash.’

How dare he speak as though she were his confidante. This discovery was theirs, not Ian’s – the fucking handyman who worked a winch and trampled on those intimate moments between them that could have become so much more, lengthening the list of missed opportunities that had come to define Sean’s life.

‘More lives will be lost if we don’t seal this up,’ he said, gripping Caitriona’s notepad tighter. ‘Is that what you want?’

Ian charged in front of him. ‘Go home and take your fucking fairies with you. I need to get these people back onto the surface.’

The shaft was to the man’s back, less than two metres away by Sean’s estimation, though he’d hoped it were less. He looked his technician in the eye, identifying the hatred that would blind his better judgement. Sean’s fists were poor weapons for any fight, and he knew that he couldn’t overpower the man now standing between him and what must be done. But the techie saw only his employer’s weaknesses – blatant as they were – and that was Sean’s one advantage. Never in Ian’s wildest dreams could he ever conceive of what was about to happen; Sean struggled to believe it himself. But this was for the benefit of humankind. The horrors that he’d awoken must be laid to rest. Killing this ignorant bastard was just an added bonus.

‘I can’t convince you?’ Sean asked, awaiting the answer that would decide Ian’s fate.

‘Take whatever of Daddy’s money you’ve left,’ he sneered back, ‘and go fuck yourself.’

Never had an answer been so conclusive.

The storm was on Sean’s side. He could feel it pressing against his back, egging him on, adding its force to his weight. There wouldn’t be another chance like this one. Before he could talk himself out of it, Sean floundered forward, throwing his hands into Ian’s chest. The techie had come too close to regain his balance. One step, two step, three – and it was only then that he realised how little ground lay behind him. If the man had said something – a cry for mercy perhaps – then the storm had stolen his words and spread them like ashes on the wind. He’d tripped back into nothing, where the darkness absorbed his body in an instant, doomed to die when again he touched solid ground.

Sean lay on his back, gazing up at the stars, adrenaline coursing through his body, blinding him to its many pains. Or perhaps, he thought, it was the guilt that now made his heart bleed so violently. It’d happened so quickly that he wasn’t totally convinced that it had happened at all. For a while there was only the sound of the harness’ buckles rattling in the wind. And then he heard those distant voices calling to him from the chamber below – getting bolder, louder, more desperate to be heard. Sean clutched Caitriona’s notepad closer, guarding the research that would have formed the backbone of her thesis, the springboard to her bright and illustrious future in academia. It was evidence enough.

The pleas from the cavern grew more faint with each step Sean staggered toward the tent. If only he’d had the decency to warn them of the horror that their voices were drawing from the darkness, they might have had the good sense to keep their mouths shut. The shelter was as he’d left it – true to his memories of a different time, when his potential and all its pristine promises had yet to be tainted. He dragged Ash’s chair over to the monitor – to the camera feed of the chamber below – and there he slouched; his jaded eyes drawn to the chaos. The chaos that was his creation.

The students had huddled around Ian’s body like starved vultures. Sean picked out Caitriona’s pink jacket. She was buried in the very thick of them, being jostled back and forth as she fought to secure her place in line, no doubt hoping and praying that the harness would lower down like some heavenly hand. One of them could be seen tugging on the fat electrical cable that dangled down from the surface, powering the surrounding halogens, amidst whose light the shadow of their mashed-together bodies bloated like some monstrous larvae on the wall. A few were staring anxiously skyward at that meagre speck of starlight. Forty metres might as well have been forty miles. Ash had been right all along – they had discovered a tomb.

‘Sean, can you hear me?’ a voice fizzled in the silence; Ian’s walkie-talkie must have survived the impact. ‘Kilmartin, come in. There’s been an—’

He switched it off.

Sean found conversations uncomfortable at the best of times, and that one promised to be especially unpleasant.

‘There’s been an accident,’ he muttered to himself, his body twitching in sweaty spasms. ‘Accidents happen all the time.’

The crowd suddenly turned in unison. They were staring at something off screen, in the unseen periphery of Ash’s camera. All eyes had been lured in the direction of her last discovery – the fissure: the sun that’d scorched her wings. And so profound was the terror that warped their youthful faces, Sean knew that what he’d stared down in the darkness of that tunnel was in the darkness no more; in following their voices, it had found the light.

Another shadow – so terrifyingly thin and grotesque – crept across the wall with the long insidious strides of a predator stalking its prey. The sight of it fanned their fears beyond the point of containment. Bodies scattered. And yet there was nowhere to run. Common sense counted amongst the first casualties, as one of the students began climbing up the electrical cable, rising higher into the cavern with every reach. And before he’d cleared the height of their heads, another was seen to clamber up behind him. But the distance from the floor to the surface above was surely too far for even the strongest arms to clear.

In that second – just when Sean thought he would finally behold the horror of this false god with his own eyes – the lights cut to black. Those boys who’d gambled their lives to escape had, in doing so, lost everything. The makeshift rope that they’d climbed had been a series of interlocked cables, and one of those connections must have detached from their weight. They’d come so close to the shaft that the crunch of their bones on impact must have been sickening, though it was unlikely anyone had heard it over the mayhem.

Sean stared at the blank screen, assuming the camera feed to be lost, sparing him the closing act of that grisliest of spectacles. But a white line suddenly broke the black, and then another. Ash’s device must have held a charge of its own, powering itself independently without need for the main generator. The students clung together, the beams of their many torches growing from their mass like needles on an urchin. They had heard what Sean could not. And the direction of their lights revealed where the darkness was most dangerous. Did they now stare at those same glittering eyes? Were their last traces of hope trickling as tears to the chamber floor? All lights suddenly thrashed around the air like reams of white thread. Sean caught glimpses of pale flesh flashing into sight, figments of the thing that was tearing through their bodies, wasting no motion, and leaving no soul alive. And as quickly and as viciously as it had begun, it was over, and the final torch came to lie lifelessly on the ground.

‘I had no choice,’ he whispered, but there was no one left to hear him.

*

From the cot to that narrow corner desk in his father’s study to the day Ash shared with him her discovery, Sean ruminated over the million minor deeds that had culminated in this moment. The pages he’d turned, the never-ending notes he’d taken, the sacrifices made. This was the consummation of his father’s obsession, and maybe the time had finally come for Sean to share its burden with the world.

‘I won’t disappear like you,’ he muttered, imagining the old man standing behind his chair.

He reached over for Ash’s laptop and forced his eyes to find their focus. The spirit of her documentary had darkened these past hours, but Sean would finally make use of the woman’s video blog. With the built-in camera activated, he witnessed the wretched state of himself for the first time since his hopes and dreams had been mutilated beyond recognition. He groped around the bristles of his beard before his hand came to rest over his mouth, quietly heartbroken by the similarities. He was his father’s son.

‘You could have left me a letter. I don’t know why you had to shut me out after everything I’d done for you. Not once did you ever say: well done, good job, thanks for your help, Sean. Never! You couldn’t even bring yourself to say good—’

A rumble rolled through the ground, shifting and resettling the contents of the desk and toppling a crate in its corner. Was part of the main chamber collapsing in? It wouldn’t be like a Kilmartin to be so fortunate; to think that his discovery could cave in by its own accord, burying the truth and leaving him to live a beautiful lie. He repositioned himself, framing his head and shoulders in the monitor. Whatever had caused that quake beneath his feet, he refused to face it without first leaving some record of his final days. And so, before he’d chance to rehearse a single word, he pressed record.

‘My name is Sean Kilmartin,’ he began, his dead eyes locked with those staring back at him. ‘I’m speaking from the Burren, where I’ve led an excavation deep beneath its surface. I thought we’d discovered some sort of tomb or burial chamber. But it was something else entirely. I don’t know what it is. A prison, maybe, I can’t say for certain. All I know is that it should never have been found.

‘I have no scholarly credentials. But I have dedicated my life to uncovering the truth: this truth. And so I ask only that you try to believe what I’m about to tell you.’

Sean made a point of cherishing this moment – before his swansong laid bare his failures – when the world was still oblivious to the horrors both beneath and within him.

‘When Ash found this place, I’d hoped to recover some artefact or evidence to support my research, something to silence the sceptics in a way that my father never could. I didn’t mean for anyone to die. You must understand that. It’d been lost for centuries. How was I to know that something was still alive down there?’

Sean swallowed a stubborn bulge down his throat. If only he’d paid better heed to Caitriona’s warnings, none of this would have happened.

‘The Tuatha Dé Danann are real. The proof is here. And I know now that there’s a reason why we stopped believing in them, why we erased these old gods from our psyches. No matter the beauty they’d once held or the wonderous deeds they’d accomplished in their time, they’ve changed, whether they willed it or not. We had to forget. How could we ever know peace if we still believed that such horrors existed?’

Sean sat back in his chair and stared sadly at the man he’d become. Had he ever any choice?

‘Please know that I never wanted this. All I wanted was to make my father proud.’

The words had flowed without a thought, as only true honesty can. He reached a hand towards the laptop and posted his final message.

Sean was suddenly shaken forward in his chair.

Those tremors had returned, more aggressive than before. The surface was fracturing open; its loose stones crumbling into the chamber below in thunderous beats, cracking fresh wounds in the cold body of the Burren. Sean’s bones rattled from the impact as the lights outside the tent were seen to weaken. A few of Ian’s halogens – those that he’d weighted down against the wind – had been lost in the commotion. He gripped the desk, fearing that the very floor beneath his feet should cave in. A boom bellowed from all sides, and then another, loud as an explosion, but it was nothing compared to what came next.

The silence wasn’t simply broken, it was utterly and violently obliterated.
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MINA

The black mound of the Burren loomed neath the stars, rising with every mile as its stones spread like some scabious disease across the land. Few roads were brave enough to penetrate its deeper recesses. And without the floodlit halo of Kilmartin’s site to guide their course, they may never have found it. But the headlights seared a steady path through the darkness, snaring glimpses of tumbled-down walls and high rocky hills laid across the land like beached whales – shapes and shadows in a storm that was worsening by the minute.

Mina listened out for the drum of the watchers’ feet behind them, recalling that sting of glass when the jeep’s window had been smashed in; her cheeks still tingled at the thought of it. For once her fears hadn’t spread their ghastly wings, but still her fingers kept flexing nervously around the steering wheel as she stared through the dark mists of her mind. She understood now why the watchers had retreated, why they hadn’t stormed that station and taken what they’d come for. In Jennifer’s face, they thought they’d already found it. The only reason Mina was alive was because her sister was dead.

‘Focus on the road, Meens,’ she whispered under her breath, blinking her sore eyes through the tiredness. ‘We’re nearly there.’

Eventually she’d be force-fed all the stages of grief in a single vomit-inducing mouthful. But for now, she just had to get through the night. They were still a while away. A scattering of houses glowed like lonely bonfires in the wild, and it’d been an age since they’d passed another car. The Burren’s scraggy fringes were home to so few. It was exactly the kind of place – remote as it was desolate – that the watchers could infest overnight and nobody elsewhere in the country would ever be any the wiser.

Since she’d learned of Sean Kilmartin and his one-of-a-kind granite shaft, all she’d wanted was a chance to talk some sense into the man – to snatch the weapon from his hand before he could pull its trigger. But Mina was starting to doubt if she’d really thought this through. Too much time had elapsed. There was no telling what horrors he’d already summoned to the surface.

Madeline remained predictably tight-lipped on the passenger seat, offering no more than a body for company. It wouldn’t have been like the woman to spark up a conversation without some words of kindling. Mina had spied on her through the rear-view mirror in those rare moments when the windy roads unfurled. Madeline’s face was so at rest, it looked as though she were asleep with her eyes open. But should the watchers have caught up to them, her keen hearing would have detected their coming long before the yellow one on the back seat could shake a feather, and hopefully she’d have the good sense to say something before another window got smashed to smithereens. The borrowed squad car hadn’t the weight to withstand even the most half-hearted of attacks, and it wouldn’t be like Mina’s favourite fairies to ever go easy on her.

Madeline could have changed any aspect of herself, smoothing out those creases and handpicking the beauty of others to create her own original. The human face was, after all, putty for her to play with: a pinch here, a pinch there, less or more as she pleased. Youthfulness was hers, if she’d wanted it. Any hair colour, any style, with a catalogue of eyes to complement each one. The possibilities were endless as they were irresistible had she been so inclined. But the woman was exactly as Mina remembered her – a perfect likeness of the professor’s late wife, albeit on a particularly cheerless day – and her blue eyes were smouldering as ever.

‘Everything okay?’ Mina asked her, speaking softly so as to not leave too great a stain on the silence between them.

‘Yes, Mina,’ she replied. ‘Everything is okay.’

Good chat, Madeline.

A radio was docked on the dashboard, identical to those in the comms room. She’d refrained from fidgeting with it in case someone should have talked back to her. But an occasional voice had crackled over the hum of the engine, assumedly from some other station around the country, communicating across all channels. Luckily her name had yet to enter the conversation. Whether Mina’s absence from her cell would be deemed a kidnapping or a jailbreak was irrelevant. The Guards would soon be looking for her either way. She imagined checkpoints positioned on every lonely road, scouring cars for stowaways, and helicopters searching the night like a sky full of moons. Hopefully the reality was a little less dramatic given that her guilt had yet to be proven. Though the same could also be said for her innocence. She knew which side of the fence Lynch would be camped on.

A sudden rumbling outside of Mina’s thoughts drew her back to the moment.

‘Did you hear that?’ she asked.

It’d sounded like a far-off clap of thunder, but that was hardly surprising given the storm lashing against the windshield.

‘We’re too late,’ Madeline said, sitting forward.

The wind beat in rhythmic waves across the sky, as though a tempest were now circling directly above them. And then – from nowhere and everywhere all at once – a soul-splitting scream tore through the night like a siren. It was so animalistic, so savage, and so impossibly loud that no watcher could have been responsible.

Mina kept the car in motion, though it was more by dumb luck than instinct that she’d held it together. Madeline’s skeleton cracked aloud like a tree on the cusp of falling – splitting and tearing in the seat beside her. She gripped her skull as if that haunting voice were now trapped inside it. Fingers stretched through their sockets, their nails growing before Mina’s eyes and curling into those hideous claws of her kind. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Madeline’s shoulders bulged up from beneath her coat and the woman’s whole body wrenched violently back and forth, in agony and out of control.

‘No,’ she growled in a voice that was unrecognisable, ‘stop the car.’

Mina jammed on the brakes and sent them skidding to a standstill in the middle of the road.

‘Get away from me,’ Madeline screamed, her eyes bulging sickeningly from their sockets.

Mina fumbled with the door in a panic and collapsed onto the road. From there she watched her friend twist and howl as her body was broken apart limb by limb. It was as though a watcher inhabited her very skin, vying to burst its way out.

‘Madeline,’ Mina cried, shouting over the yellow one’s bawling in the back seat, ‘what’s happening? What do I do?’

Like a beast drawn to a scent, the woman’s face snapped towards her. Its bones had lost their cleanness of form, as melted candlewax dripping and solidifying into sickening new shapes. A few teeth had already reverted to their true form, growing from her black, bloodied gums like short spears.

‘I can’t fight it,’ she screamed as her left fist clashed with the windscreen, splitting fractures through its glass.

The wind whipped at Mina’s face as she dashed around the car and flung its passenger door open. Without knowing what do to, she refused to stand back and do nothing. Madeline’s legs had already stretched so long that they’d split through the dashboard, and yet she seemed oblivious to everything but the pain. Mina gripped the sleeve of her coat and dragged her from the seat, exhausting the strength of both arms just to get her onto the road. She knelt beside her – offering whatever solace she could – but Madeline pushed her away, guarding her from whatever devilry was scraping flakes from her free will. Her tear-streamed face rose to Mina’s, startling her back. The bridge of her nose had collapsed and caved into its cavity, but – worst of all, and that which sapped the hope from Mina’s heart – Madeline’s eyes now burned a hellish orange.

‘Run,’ she snarled, saliva foaming through her teeth.

‘I’m not leaving you like this,’ Mina said, braving a step closer.

‘No,’ Madeline cried, forcing her eyes shut, ‘you mustn’t…’

She suddenly jolted up to her feet as though some puppet master in the sky had just ripped at her strings. Even in Madeline’s distorted state, her agility was terrifying. Now, as before, Mina knew that running wasn’t an option. They always find you. She backed away in the shadow of that ghastly silhouette, its bones cricking and cracking with every jagged movement as its eyes blazed in the black.

‘Fight it,’ Mina said, determined to try till the end. ‘This isn’t what you are!’

But Madeline kept on coming, dragging her feet closer and closer, claws at full stretch by her sides. Death could come at any second, so swiftly that Mina’s eyes wouldn’t even catch it. With every inch she retreated, they drifted further from the headlights, and Madeline’s breathing grew more distressed. How long could her mind resist those urges when her body had already succumbed?

‘Madeline,’ Mina pressed, backpedalling faster to put more distance between them, ‘please, come back to me.’

But there was nothing – no ashes of humanity – to suggest that she could still hear her, and they’d strayed so far from the light, it was impossible to see how much of her friend remained. And yet, such was Madeline’s stubbornness, Mina knew she’d sooner die than relinquish her claim on the life she’d chosen.

‘I know you’re in there,’ she said. ‘You have to—’

Her tired feet – too leaden to lift off the ground – tripped over one another, sending her falling backwards. She scuttled away, frantically trying to find her footing, but Madeline pounced forward, slashing at her calf before she’d chance to drag both legs away. A claw tore through Mina’s jeans, gouging out a bloody chunk of her. The wound burned like a blue flame, scorching through her leg and calling a cry from her lips. Any closer to the bone and she’d have lost more than mere flesh. She rolled away, trying to throw herself out of Madeline’s reach, but every fraught movement was touch and go as her body screamed at her to lie the fuck down. She lifted back onto her feet, blood seeping through her jeans, but the pain struck her like an arrowhead, sending her floundering back to the ground. She winced in agony, anticipating a second assault – more flesh cut and lost to the darkness – but was standing stock-still, unmoved since she’d stained her claws with Mina’s blood. Was she somehow regaining control? This was her chance, however long it may last, and Mina lurched to her feet, hobbling on one leg towards the light. The gale blasted her back as she pawed her hands across the car to stay upright, limping against it as the thunder of Madeline’s feet suddenly stormed from the darkness. Acting on instinct alone, she collapsed to the ground just as another handful of talons tore through the panelling of the door, shattering its window and sending the yellow one into hysterics as glass showered down atop his cage.

‘Please,’ Mina shrieked, dragging herself away, ‘don’t do this!’

She crawled into the white space of the headlights, and from there she watched as Madeline manifested from the dark, witnessing for the first time what she had become: a soul lost between two races, neither one nor the other. All traces of beauty had receded beneath the skin, leaving a face flat and monstrous, more nightmare than reality.

‘Look at what it’s done to you,’ Mina shouted.

Madeline’s shoulders cracked back as though some unseen leash had wrenched her neck, warping it at such an angle that would have split a human spine. Somewhere, immured behind those glowing eyes, she was still in there. Leaner and longer and repelling that urge to revert to what she once was – and that which she no longer wanted to be – she lifted her hands to the light, turning them, studying their ugliness from every angle. She’d finally seen what had become of her.

‘Come on, please, you have to fight it!’ Mina cried. ‘I can’t do this without you.’

Madeline was staring down at one hand in particular now, mesmerised, as though she were willing it to change. Veins writhed like worms above and below its bones. And yet, as agonising as it must have been, her expression betrayed no pain, just an unflinching determination to take back what was hers. Fingers cracked at their joints until – with a sharp flex of her wrist – they shrank to a size more human. It was horrifying to watch, and yet Mina wasn’t horrified. Madeline’s claws retracted like those of a cat, slotting perfectly within the bone. Skin softened, paling in the light so as to appear smooth and more youthful than ever before. She held up both hands; one monstrous, and one so feminine in form that even its nails looked manicured. The darkness and the light – those two sides that raged to overpower the other.

‘That’s who you are,’ Mina said, breathless from relief. ‘Stay with me! Stay in the light!’

Madeline’s eyes shimmered with golden tears as she looked to her. ‘No,’ she spat, planting both hands down on the road, ‘I will not answer to you!’

But these words were not meant for Mina.

Madeline’s head lowered, draping her long silver hair to the ground. She groaned through gritted teeth as her skeleton crunched aloud again. Limbs cracked back against their sockets. Those bones that had risen across her body began to collapse beneath her clothes. And when her gaze rose to meet Mina’s, the fieriness of her irises had faded like flames trapped in a jar.

The woman’s face was as she remembered it.
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SEAN

He awoke shivering on the floor of the tent, sweat-soaked and lost, his gut coiled from a cold that’d chilled through every aching part of him. For an absent moment he’d stared spellbound at the light bulb swaying from the ceiling, unsure if this were life or death, and even more uncertain as to which he’d rather if given the choice. His memory retained no more than snippets of indecipherable noise. A blinding flare of pain had sent him toppling from his chair; Sean remembered that much. He’d held the seams of his skull together as that ungodly scream sought to tear them apart, and then the walls of the tent darkened around him.

He rolled onto his side and squinted to the tent’s door trailing in the wind. Young as he was, he was too old in spirit to change his ways now. He needed to know what was responsible, regardless of whatever accursed caveats such knowledge concealed. Sean pushed himself up onto his feet and lurched toward the starlight, willed on by that same obsessive curiosity that was the cause of all this carnage.

The site’s perimeter of light – once so sweeping – had faltered, leaving the darkness to invite itself where it wasn’t welcome. Few halogens remained, but they were sufficient to illume the edges of the colossal crater now hollowed into the surface. The chamber’s ceiling had collapsed within, swallowing Ian’s winch into the darkness. But the greatest oddity of all – and that which Sean struggled to weave some explanation around – were the great shards of rubble strewn around the cavity, as though some force had blasted them into the air.

He felt as though he were adrift in some horrible nightmare; one that his awakening consciousness was beginning to doubt. The stones he’d come to know so well had changed since last he’d tread upon them; the floodlit battlefield of his research had been brutalised. Sean raged against the wind, clambering over the fallen rocks for a better vantage point. Now more than ever, alone beneath the stars, the Burren resembled some desolate planet too hostile to ever support life. Atop a boulder, near the pit’s edge, he shone his torchlight into the depths of the cavern, expecting to find some remains of the many tools and bodies he’d abandoned there. But it was empty. Pools of blood splashed the grey stone black, but the dead were missing. Even Caitriona’s pink jacket was nowhere to be seen.

The horror he’d encountered in the catacombs couldn’t have possibly wreaked such havoc. But there’d been no explosives on site, no means to shatter that ancient shell of stone. Unless there’d been something else down there – something worse. But the seal hadn’t been opened, had it? Someone would have told him if—

‘You left me,’ said a voice that almost startled Sean over the ledge.

His emotions liquesced into a pool, mixing both his fear and felicity into a colour beyond the spectrum of his comprehension. ‘Ash,’ he said, fingers held to his mouth, ‘I thought… How did you…’

A childish laugh blurted through his lips when he saw her trembling amidst the rubble. Ash’s clothes were tattered and torn across their every stitch. Though the gilet remained, the sleeves had been ripped from her sweater, leaving frayed threads streaming by her elbows. Her feet were bare, and her pants had been cut at the thigh, leaving her slender legs exposed to the biting gale that howled around them like a choir of phantoms.

‘You left me,’ she repeated, her glazed eyes staring right through him. ‘You left all of us.’

Sean was stunned speechless at the sight of her – tarred in a blend of blood and filth – but she was alive, and that’s all he cared about as he threw his arms around her.

‘I thought I’d lost you,’ he whispered.

Ash didn’t respond. The horrors she’d been through clearly still held their spell over her.

‘What happened down there?’ he asked, taking a step back to examine the woman more closely.

Despite the blood that painted her skin – there were no visible wounds that he could see. Even Sean hadn’t escaped without his own share of cuts and bruises. He couldn’t understand how she’d lost so much of her clothing without suffering a scratch. But she was the cleverest woman he’d ever met. Of course she had found a way. Maybe she’d crawled into a narrow space to avoid detection or used strips of fabric to lead that creature off her scent. Whatever the answer, it would have to wait.

‘Come on,’ he whispered, guiding her toward the tent, ‘let’s get you out of the cold.’

All had not been lost. The only person whose death he’d truly grieved that day had somehow survived their mystifying ordeal. He led her inside to where the wind screamed softer, and raised his hand to caress the woman’s cheek, just as he’d always dreamt of doing. But she didn’t react. It was as though she hadn’t felt his touch at all.

‘Ash, it’s okay. You’re still in shock.’

How much could she have possibly known? All those who’d been privy to Sean’s betrayal were gone. There could still be a future for them, together, in spite of everything.

He clicked his fingers to call her back to him. ‘Ash, can you hear me?’

Still nothing.

Frustrated now, Sean clapped his hands in front of her face

‘Come on, Ash, come back to me.’

The woman finally snapped out of her daze and looked to him. Sean faltered back, collapsing to the floor at the sight of her eyes. They glowed an unearthly amber – two orbs of fire laced with wisps of gold.

‘Ash, what’s happened to you? Your eyes?’

A seductive smile spread across her lips as she considered his words.

‘They were blue, weren’t they?’ she whispered.

Ash closed her eyes and stole a long breath of air, taking her time as though the clocks themselves had frozen from the wildering horror of that moment. And when she opened them again, they’d returned to that same creamy blue that Sean had fawned over since the day they’d met.

‘Is that better?’ She laughed mischievously.

‘You’re not Ash,’ he said, too fearful to speak above a whisper.

She strode towards him, so close that he quickly drew his feet away from her. ‘Of course I am, Sean. You know me. You love me. You’ve always loved me. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you thrill whenever we touch. You want to fuck me, don’t you?’

‘No,’ he shrieked, ‘you’re not Ash. You’re the thing that killed her!’

‘Oh,’ she said with a sigh, ‘you Kilmartin boys and your theories.’

Sean was stupefied by how she’d spoken – so flippant, so indifferent to his distress. It was as though she were revelling in the terror that had taken the legs from under him.

‘I mean, I can understand your reasoning, don’t get me wrong,’ she continued, unable to contain her smile. ‘We’re certainly no strangers to surviving underground. But being trapped in there amidst all that stone with nothing to feed on wouldn’t do wonders for one’s immortality, Sean. No, I regret to say that those who’d stormed this keep and slaughtered your kind were dead long before we ever made your astonishing discovery.’

But if that lightless kingdom housed no more than dust and bone, then what foul creature had Sean stared down in its darkness? He replayed those last moments, hastily rearranging the haphazard memories in his mind. Ash had run ahead of him. He’d heard the hollow echo of her footsteps fade into the distance. But she hadn’t called for help. She hadn’t made a sound.

‘They were your eyes that I saw in the torchlight,’ Sean said.

Ash giggled. ‘Look at you, finally answering questions without my help. This is a first, isn’t it? You looked right at me, Sean, and then you went and ran into the wall, didn’t you?’

She was one of them – one of those who’d driven his father to the edge of madness: a changeling secreted in human society. But the masquerade was so much more than just a mask. Ash was the most perfect, most beautiful woman that Sean had ever met, and yet it had all been a performance – a cruel and calculated deception.

‘But how?’ he said. ‘You’re so…’

‘Human?’ she replied, grinning down at her hands and feet. ‘I am good, aren’t I? You forget though, I’ve been doing this for a very long time, Sean, and the truth is that I do strangely enjoy it. Manipulating the human race has always been something of a hobby of mine. I can play any role. I can be anyone. And for you, darling, I’ve been Aisling.’

She drifted breezily over to the desk and reached for Caitriona’s notepad. Sean heard her chuckling under her breath as she flipped through its pages.

‘This one was actually pretty sharp, wasn’t she?’ Ash said, keeping her back turned to him. ‘I didn’t expect any of them to translate this much, nor with such accuracy.’

‘What you told me earlier,’ he said, forcing the words through his throat, ‘I know you didn’t read it off the walls.’

‘Still asking questions, even now?’

‘Just tell me,’ he whimpered, desperate to die clutching the knowledge that his father had never held. ‘Was any of it true? How did you know that they’d been betrayed? Please, I need to know.’

Ash turned to stare at him with those bewitching blue eyes. ‘Because I was there. I watched my people descend into the darkness. I watched the deceivers seal them down there. And I watched them celebrate their betrayal, Sean, as if they’d won a war. But I, like many others, knew better than to trust them. We didn’t change like the rest. We didn’t forget what it was to feel the sun on our skin.’

‘You were there,’ he whispered.

It was true. The ending was just as he’d imagined it. And she had witnessed it all.

‘Is that what you wanted?’ Ash scoffed. ‘You’re so much like your father. Do you know that? A cheap copy of a more interesting man. And to think it was my kind who were chastised for stealing the likenesses of others.’

‘You knew my father?’

‘We spoke a few times, yes,’ Ash replied, seemingly enjoying herself. ‘His charms were leagues above your own, of course. Well, until the end anyway. I always found his lectures to be genuinely enjoyable, if perhaps a tad inaccurate when it came down to the finer points. We watched him very closely, Sean. If a man of his resolve couldn’t convince the world that we were real, then what hope had anybody else?’

The old man was right. The changelings had been watching him all along.

‘But why did you bring so many here? Why all this?’ he asked, casting his bleary eyes around the tent and its many technologies.

‘Why?’ Ash echoed, arching her back with an audible crack. ‘With man’s inventions you’ve uncovered the one place that your ancestors tried so hard to hide from us. I couldn’t risk losing her again after having come so close. And she has grown weak over the centuries, let’s not forget that – waiting in the darkness to be found, too resilient and far too vengeful to die so long as your kind lives. Powerful as she is, Sean, she still has to feed, just like you or I, and she has been hungry for a long, long time. She needs flesh and blood to recoup her strength. And all those able young bodies that so kindly volunteered for this little dig of yours have already been thrown into her tomb and devoured.’

Sean was sickened by the thought of it. This vile thing that had infested his mind – whose phantom voice had spurred him on like a slave to discover the seal – was no more than something monstrous to be fed dead meat.

Ash rested her back against the desk, crossing her legs and flexing her toes as though she were still teasing Sean’s heart.

‘It was quite clever really,’ she remarked, ‘the way they trapped her down there. The spears were an especially nice touch – I’ll give them that. I suppose, should she have ever escaped, they would have prevented her from changing into anything too horrific without impaling herself.’

‘I don’t…’ Sean stammered, ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’

The questions would never let him rest.

‘The banishment, as you seem to enjoy calling it,’ Ash replied, casually wiping the dried blood from her arm, ‘would never have worked had they not first removed her from the equation. Not only could she have seen through their lies, Sean, but she would have inspired my kind to retaliate. Your ancestors’ little coup would have died in the same second it had been born. That’s why they lured her down there. That’s why they stood guard over her for so long, living their days and nights by firelight, sacrificing everything to keep her contained. And when eventually her prison was discovered, they were wise enough to bury it before others came. But all they did was buy themselves some time. I would never have stopped searching for her.’

‘Who is she?’

Ash grinned excitedly, as though she’d been waiting for this moment to come. ‘You know who she is, Sean. She is your favourite after all.’

He looked to her expectant eyes. ‘She’s real?’

Ash held that wicked smile as she nodded.

‘The Morrigan,’ Sean whispered, weakened by the very sound of her name.

‘My queen,’ Ash said, straightening her shoulders. ‘And soon to be yours.’

‘But where is she now?’

Ash’s eyes lifted suggestively to the tent’s ceiling. ‘Free,’ she replied. ‘She’s coursing across the night’s sky as we speak, drawing her armies from the earth. All those who were once imprisoned will rise again. The woodlands will shake from their screams. And any who have hidden amongst your people will heed her call. Even those who’ve forgotten their ancient roots won’t be able to resist. They’ll kill anyone they can get their claws into, Sean. And just think, none of this could have been possible without you.’

‘My God,’ he said, holding his head in his hands. ‘What have I done?’

‘You did what your father failed to do. You’ve finally proven to the world that we’re real. And how does that feel – as satisfying as you had hoped? Is it everything you’d dreamt it would be?’

That familiar music of Ash’s laughter filled the tent as he ruminated over the ruins of his actions. The horrors had been forgotten. They’d been hidden deep in the past where no one would ever find them. And now, because of Sean, they were free.

‘One question,’ Ash said, picking at her nails now. ‘Ian? Did he fall or did you…’

It was no different than a cat toying with a mouse pinned down by its tail.

She smirked down at him, waiting for him to close the sentence. Sean held his gaze on her bloodied feet as he nodded his head, too defeated now to utter a word.

‘I knew you had it in you,’ she said, the tone of her voice darkening.

‘What are you going to do to me?’ he cried, blinking the tears from his eyes. ‘Are you going to kill me? If that’s what you want, then just get it over with.’

Gone was that perfect smile and the humour that had flayed the last shreds from his soul, the woman finally resembled the devious creature that she truly was.

‘I never understood the appeal of your people, Sean,’ Ash replied, tilting her head as she studied him, heartbroken on the floor. ‘I was one of those who didn’t support the idea of coexistence – that harmony you spoke of. Why would a race as proud and powerful as mine ever choose to live alongside humanity’s filth? If I’d had my way, we would have kept you all as pets.’

She knelt in front of him, waiting for their eyes to meet.

‘And that’s what I’m going to do with you now. You’ve been enslaved to my kind since the day you were born, Sean. I’m just making it official.’
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MINA

She knelt by Madeline’s side, trickling her fingers through her hair, its every strand gleaming silver in the headlights. Amidst the storm raging around them, there was finally peace. The woman had subdued those dormant instincts that had awoken so violently, severing – once and for all – the ancient ties binding her to the life she’d abandoned. Her body had repossessed its old form, but the agonising act of doing so had left her broken. She needed time to heal. But Mina couldn’t keep from glancing to the darkness that cloaked them on all sides, dreading some final twist after having survived against the odds yet again. They were too exposed. That shriek that caused all of this could have come from anywhere.

‘Come on, Madeline, let’s get back in the car. We can’t stay out here.’

Mina looped the woman’s arm around her shoulder and lifted her up to her feet; a shot of pain seized her leg as she realigned her balance. Madeline was weak as a child and put up no resistance to her touch. She’d taken care of everyone for long enough; it was Mina’s turn to take the lead. With sore and tender steps she carried her to the passenger side and helped her legs inside. The yellow one watched on from the back seat, his little face the very epitome of concern.

‘There you go,’ Mina said as she stood back to take one last look around them.

Radio static fizzled on the dashboard; any sound but the wind felt hostile in that moment. There came not a single voice but many, cutting across each other, all striving to be heard. Mina limped around to the driver’s seat and sat in to listen.

‘Come in,’ a voice roared, ‘does anyone read me?’

‘We need immediate support.’

‘Are you getting the same calls we are?’ another asked.

‘Did you hear the screams? My God, what are they?’

‘Something’s happening. We have reports coming in of attacks!’

‘Who’s responsible? Is it terrorists?’

‘They won’t stop shrieking.’

‘This isn’t a terrorist attack.’

‘They’re outside,’ someone whispered, terrified. ‘We can’t hold them off.’

‘What the fuck are they?’

‘They’re inside the station. They’ve killed everyone. I can’t get—’

‘It’s all over the country. Every city. Every town.’

‘Some of them look like us.’

‘We’re not prepared for—’

‘I know these people,’ someone wept. ‘Why are they doing this?’

‘Rural areas are worst hit. It doesn’t make any sense. There’s hundreds of them. Thousands. Where did they all come from?’

‘They aren’t human!’

‘Someone, please, take care of my family. I can’t get through to—’

‘There’s nothing we can do. We’re outnumbered.’

‘They’re everywhere.’

Mina’s blood ran cold.

Whatever the watchers had been waiting for, it was finally happening. The horrifying scenario that she’d dreaded above all others – that canvas hanging forever in the back room of her mind, painted with a smeared palette of paranoia and hard fact – was now her reality. Mina clicked off the radio and stared at it, haunted by everything she’d just heard: the terror, the death, the end.

‘You can’t hear them, can you?’ Madeline said, staring off into the night, her face at half-rest.

‘Why now?’ she asked, fearfully scanning the dark outside.

‘What you heard was a war cry, Mina. The watchers are being summoned to take back what was once theirs.’

A single changeling could tear apart an entire community, and they’d risen from the earth in legions. They would spread across the lands like a low cloud of locusts, leaving nothing in their wake but blood and bone and the echo of innocent screams. Madeline’s humanity had shielded her against the call, but Mina had witnessed that blind lust for blood that must have infected the others – the savageness that that scream provoked.

This wasn’t a war. This was a massacre.

‘There has to be something we can do,’ she said.

‘We stay on the road,’ Madeline replied, groaning as she straightened herself. ‘Nowhere is safe anymore.’

‘So it’s over?’

‘So is what over, Mina?’ she asked, too weary to speak above a whisper.

She glanced back to the yellow one and then to Madeline – the last two friends she had left. ‘Everything, I guess.’

‘No.’ Madeline’s eyes closed as her lips insinuated the slightest smile. ‘It’s not over. It’s taken me many centuries to realise this, Mina, but nothing is ever hopeless in this life.’


Epilogue

CIARA

A lone shard of glass remained, sunken into the corner of the frame that once held their reflections night after terrifying night, when hope was still a word she’d believed in. All else had been ground into oblivion. The door that Madeline so neurotically guarded had been rent from its hinges, and the table they’d sat around was now no more than a scattering of dark, damp splinters that squeaked under Ciara’s feet. The concrete – across the floor, and the walls inside and out – was scarred in deep wounds where the watchers had whetted their claws, busying themselves in the absence of any pets to soothe their immortal boredom.

This was worse than any death. And they’d known that when they brought Ciara there, back to where her husband had whispered those impossible promises in her ear and kissed her for the very last time.

The daylight was dying, and the blackness that flooded the forest floor was spreading like a cancer, climbing that labyrinth of trees and infecting everything and anything it touched. Some horrors in life retained a terrible consistency. Ciara was huddled in the same corner where her bed of blankets had once been, cold arms clasped around colder legs, awaiting those first tremors in the earth. Hunger had hollowed out her stomach, and the thirst gnawed maddeningly into her mind, drawing every thought to the spring that had been their only source of water. But those trodden paths that Madeline had carved for them had long been lost, and she couldn’t risk straying too far from the coop lest she should lose sight of it.

Kilmartin’s hidden safehouse had been ransacked for all its worth. It was a lightless tomb where the watchers’ sweat and blood and bile had congealed into a syrupy pool. Ciara had ventured down the ladder when the thirst became too much to bear, feeling around its darkness, finding nothing. The stench alone had drawn the last of the vomit from her gut, only adding to the vileness that soaked like sewerage into her socks. She’d peeled them off shortly after returning to the surface, where she’d fallen to the floor and wept until she had nothing left to give.

The nightmare she’d survived – that which had stolen her love and cancelled her life – was nothing compared to this. There had always been someone else to make the hard decisions and see it to that the fire and all those who relied on its warmth were kept fed and alive. There’d been shoulders to cry on and hearts to encourage. There’d been voices to stave off that deathly stillness. But now, Ciara had no one. Every damp wheeze of her lungs crackled in the silence, growing faster, louder, and so tight that she strained to catch a breath.

The night before had drowned her soul in the deepest, darkest abyss of despair, unlike any she’d suffered in her short but tragic lifetime. To think how she’d once cursed the glass that mirrored their movements. It was worse now that it was gone. Without it there was nothing to stand between her and the sight of them gathered in their hundreds, crowding around the open frame to watch her – all of them mimicking some distorted desecration of the man she loved. They remembered. And they’d preyed on Ciara’s heart for their own sick pleasure, whispering to her in his voice, weeping as John had in his final moments. Whenever her eyes grew weary, the foul things had screamed, forcing her to look at them – to face the horrors that could kill her should they ever tire of her hopelessness.

In any second, the light would click on and it would begin all over again.

But, in that harrowing prelude to the watchers’ return, Ciara discerned an impossible sound amidst the silence – footsteps in the corridor, creeping closer, shuffling warily toward the coop. She heard hands scrape across its walls. She had no more tears left to cry. Ciara looked to the doorframe where the shadows gathered thickest. Some self-destructive curiosity willed her to know what agonies her life held in store for her next; maybe now, after all she’d survived, a quick death was the reward she deserved.

Somebody was there. Ciara shrank into the corner where she listened to the frantic breathing of the one watching her from the darkness.

‘Where am I?’ they asked, more fragile – more human – than Ciara’s fears had expected.

The voice sounded so similar to someone she knew, and that recognition alone was heartbreaking as it was wonderous for one so desperately in need of saving.

‘Mina?’ Ciara whispered.

If it was Mina, then why hadn’t she run to her? The friend she loved would never have let her suffer alone in the darkness of that place. No, it couldn’t have been her. Mina was safe. She was far from where the watchers would ever find her. Whoever it was, they were no more than a black shape in a dark room, and Ciara knew better than to trust something so imitable as a voice.

‘You’re not Mina,’ she whispered, balling her icy fingers into a fist. ‘You’re one of them.’

Whatever it was, it was now shuffling toward her with slow, uncertain steps.

‘You know my sister?’ the other being asked, her words quivering through the air.

‘Jennifer?’ Ciara whispered, reaching towards her.

She had never met the woman. But she’d laughed at all of Mina’s snarky little tales, portraying her as some villainous doppelganger hell-bent on conquering the world if only to outshine her sister’s achievements. Hands touched, and she drew Jennifer down beside her into the corner.

The bulb above their heads performed its first flicker, and Ciara caught a glimpse of the woman curled into her side. It may not have been Mina, but such were the similarities that she couldn’t help but wrap her arms around her. The coop’s light had weakened over the months. It now flashed on and off in lightning strikes that would last through the night. Ciara held Jennifer closer, searching blindly for her hand until their cold fingers interlocked.

‘Don’t open your eyes,’ she whispered.

Ciara awaited the thunder of a thousand feet, breaking in waves towards the epicentre of the hell that was their home. There would be one shriek at first. And then the night would be filled with them – so deafening that all other sounds would cease to exist. She stared to where the wavering light faded to darkness, where the watchers had yet to come for her, where there was only silence.

‘What’s happening?’ Jennifer cried, burying deeper into Ciara’s side.

She couldn’t believe it.

‘They’re gone.’

The woodland was empty. The watchers were out.
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You can’t see them. But they can see you.

This forest isn’t charted on any map. Every car breaks down at its treeline. Mina’s is no different.

Left stranded, she is forced into the dark woodland only to find a woman shouting, urging Mina to run to a concrete bunker. As the door slams behind her, the building is besieged by screams.

Mina finds herself in a room with a wall of glass, and an electric light that activates at nightfall, when the Watchers come above ground. These creatures emerge to observe their captive humans and terrible things happen to anyone who doesn’t reach the bunker in time.

Afraid and trapped among strangers, Mina is desperate for answers. Who are the Watchers and why are these creatures keeping them imprisoned, keen to watch their every move?
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‘A dark, claustrophobic read.’ T. Kingfisher

‘An intimate glimpse into the fraying edges of each character’s psyches.’ Booklist

‘Shine’s debut is great.’ Horror DNA
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Superstitions only survive if people believe in them...

When Dr Sparling offers them a research job in a remote Irish village, historical researchers Ben and Chloe are thrilled – until they arrive.

The village is isolated and forgotten. The locals are wary and hostile. A nameless fear stalks the streets. Nobody will talk – nobody except one little girl. Her story strikes dread into the newcomers’ hearts.

Three times you see him. Each night he comes closer...

That night, Ben and Chloe see a sinister figure watching them. He is the Creeper. He is the nameless fear in the night. Stories keep him alive. And nothing will keep him away...

Reviews for A.M. Shine

‘Horror fiction is teeming with great boogiemen and The Creeper ranks with the very best of them.’ Horror DNA

‘A dark, claustrophobic read.’ T. Kingfisher

‘An intimate glimpse into the fraying edges of each character’s psyches.’ Booklist
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