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Chapter One: The Summons
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Anthony had nodded, not understanding, throat tight with grief.

The old man's eyes had been so clear in that moment—clearer than they'd been in years. Like something ancient was looking through them.

Two days later, Seamus was gone.

And Anthony couldn't shake the feeling that his grandfather had been trying to tell him something. Something that mattered. Something that might explain the hollow ache that had taken root in his chest.

So here he was. On a train to Boyle. With four siblings who barely spoke to each other outside of forced family gatherings.

James sat across from him, spine straight, hands clasped like iron on his lap. He hadn't said a word in over an hour. His eyes tracked the countryside the way a soldier watches a battlefield—calculating, alert, waiting for movement. The scars on his knuckles were faded but still visible, remnants of a life shaped by order and resistance.

James had been the protector. The one who stepped between their father's rage and the rest of them. The one who learned early that love meant taking the hit so someone else didn't have to. He'd joined the military at eighteen, served two tours, came back with a spine made of steel and a heart he'd locked behind so many walls Anthony wasn't sure anyone could reach it anymore.

James didn't talk about what he'd seen. Didn't talk about much at all, really. Just showed up when he was supposed to, did what needed doing, and left before anyone could ask him to stay.

Anthony wondered if James even wanted to be here. Or if he'd just come because it was his duty.

Elizabeth sat to Anthony's left, legs crossed, boots muddy from their last stop in Dublin where she'd insisted on walking through St. Stephen's Green in the rain. A wrinkled travel guide lay in her lap, scribbled with notes in red ink and coffee stains that bloomed across the margins like pressed flowers. She chewed on the cap of her pen and tapped her foot in a rhythm only she could hear—some song playing in her head, probably.

Elizabeth always had music in her.

She was the artist. The dreamer. The one who'd left home at nineteen and never really come back. She lived in Portland now, worked at a bookstore, painted in her spare time, and sent postcards on birthdays with cryptic messages and no return address.

She'd been the closest to their mother before the divorce, and when Mom left, something in Elizabeth had fractured. She'd spent the last decade trying to create beauty out of the wreckage, but Anthony could see the exhaustion in her eyes. The weight of carrying everyone else's emotions while pretending she didn't have any of her own.

Michael lounged two rows behind, his fingers flicking his lighter open and closed, never igniting. Just the click. Click. Click. The sound scratched at Anthony's nerves like a loose string on a guitar.

Michael was the wildcard. The one who'd burned through three jobs in two years, who showed up to Christmas drunk, who laughed too loud and loved too recklessly and broke things—including himself—without meaning to.

He'd been the golden child once. Star athlete. Scholarship to a good school. But somewhere along the way, he'd decided that if he burned everything else first, nothing could hurt him.

Anthony loved him. Worried about him. Didn't know how to reach him.

And Diane... Diane had retreated fully into herself. Her hood was up. Earphones in. World out.

She was the youngest. Twenty-three and already so tired. She'd been ten when their parents split, and she'd learned early that the safest place to be was invisible.

She worked in tech now, made good money, lived alone in a sterile apartment in Austin, and came home as little as possible. She was brilliant and sharp and so deeply lonely it radiated off her like cold.

Anthony had tried to talk to her on the plane. Asked how she was doing. She'd given him a one-word answer and gone back to her phone.

He didn't blame her. Their family had a way of making closeness feel like a trap.

The train rattled over a bridge, and Anthony caught a glimpse of a river below—dark and swift, cutting through the land like a vein. The mist was thicker here, clinging to the water's surface, and for a moment he thought he saw something moving beneath it. A shadow. A shape.

He blinked, and it was gone.

What am I looking for?

He didn't have an answer. Just a pull. A sense that something was waiting for him here. In this land his grandfather had left behind. In the stones and the mist and the ruins that refused to disappear.

The train began to slow.

Anthony closed his eyes and let the rhythm of the rails settle into his bones.

They thought this was a vacation. They thought it was about old roots and sightseeing, and maybe getting through a week together without killing each other. But for Anthony, this was a summons. Not from a person—but from something older. Deeper. Unnameable.

He didn't know how to explain it. He just knew it had to be answered.

The train lurched to a stop.

Outside the window, a weathered sign read: Boyle.

Anthony stood, shouldering his bag, and glanced back at his siblings.

James was already on his feet, face unreadable.

Elizabeth tucked her journal away and stretched.

Michael pocketed his lighter and grinned—sharp and reckless.

Diane pulled out her earphones and looked at Anthony with eyes that held a question she wouldn't ask.

"Ready?" Anthony said.

No one answered.

But they followed him off the train.

Into the mist.

Into the land that remembered.

The Cottage Before Dawn

They didn't stay in Dublin. Couldn't afford it, and wouldn't have wanted to. Instead, they found a stone cottage on the edge of the woods near Boyle—weather-beaten, ivy-wrapped, and lopsided from age. The floors groaned. The heater coughed and wheezed like a dying beast. The windows fogged even when it wasn't raining.

Anthony loved it.

It felt... honest. Like it had stories to tell if you knew how to listen.

The cottage smelled of damp wool and old peat smoke, a scent that clung to the walls like memory itself. The stone was cold to the touch, even in the afternoon, and the wooden beams overhead sagged with the weight of decades—maybe centuries. Every step across the uneven floor produced a different creak, a different groan, as if the house were speaking in a language Anthony had forgotten but somehow still understood.

The first night, none of them slept well. The wind howled through cracks in the window frames, and the rain drummed against the roof in erratic bursts.

But by the second night, the sounds had become familiar. Almost comforting.

Anthony woke before the sun on the third morning. The room was still dark, the air thick and cold. James lay in the other bed, breathing slow and steady, one arm draped across his chest like a shield even in sleep.

Anthony slipped out from under the heavy quilt and padded barefoot across the icy floor, his breath visible in the dim light. He moved carefully, avoiding the spots he'd learned would creak the loudest, and made his way to the small wooden table near the window.

He sat.

The Bible he'd brought from home lay in front of him—worn leather cover, pages soft and thin from years of handling. His grandfather's Bible, technically. Passed down. Expected to be treasured.

Anthony opened it.

But he didn't read.

He just stared at the pages, his fingers curled over the fragile paper, and felt... nothing. No comfort. No clarity. Just the weight of words that used to mean something and now felt like a foreign language.

A whisper escaped him—barely audible in the stillness.

"God... I don't know who I am."

His voice cracked. He swallowed hard and tried again.

"I don't know if I believe anymore. I don't know if I ever really did, or if I just... inherited this. Like the Bible. Like the name. Like everything else."

He closed his eyes, pressing his palms flat against the table.

"I've been praying for months. Years, maybe. And I don't hear anything. I don't feel anything. I just... I'm empty. And I don't know if that's my fault or Yours or if there's even a difference anymore."

The silence pressed in around him.

He thought of the church services he'd sat through. The prayers he'd recited. The faith he'd performed because it was expected, because it was easier than admitting he didn't know what he believed.

He thought of his grandfather's final words. Go back. The land remembers what we forgot.

What had they forgotten?

What was he supposed to find here?

"I don't even know why I came," Anthony whispered. "I told them it was about you, Grandpa. About honoring you. But maybe I just needed an excuse to run. To get away from a life that doesn't fit anymore."

He opened his eyes and stared at the Bible again.

"What if I'm just making this up? What if there's nothing here? What if I'm losing my mind?"

The room was silent.

And then—

A shift in the air.

Not a sound. Not a movement. Just a change.

Like the room had inhaled.

Anthony's breath caught.

He looked up.

And for a moment—just a moment—he thought he saw someone standing in the corner. A figure. Tall. Still. Watching.

His heart slammed against his ribs.

"Grandpa?"

The word came out strangled, barely a whisper.

The figure didn't move. Didn't speak. It was just... there. Or maybe it wasn't. Maybe it was just shadow and exhaustion and the desperate hope of a man who wanted to believe in something.

Anthony blinked.

The corner was empty.

He exhaled shakily and rubbed his face with both hands.

"I'm losing it," he muttered. "I'm actually losing it."

But when he lowered his hands, something caught his eye.

The Bible.

It had shifted. Just slightly. As if someone had nudged it.

And tucked between the pages—pages he knew had been empty—was a piece of paper. Old. Yellowed. Folded.

Anthony's hands trembled as he reached for it.

He unfolded it carefully, the paper crackling under his fingers.

It was a map.

Hand-drawn. Faded ink. Lines that curved and crossed like veins through the land.

And at the center, marked with a small, deliberate X:

Lough Key. The stones beneath.

Anthony stared at it.

His grandfather's handwriting. He was sure of it.

But how—?



McDermott Castle.

Or what was left of it.

Anthony dismounted slowly, letting the bike fall to the grass. He couldn't look away.

The castle was a ruin. Crumbling towers stood like broken teeth against the sky. Ivy strangled the stones, crawling up walls that had long since lost their roofs. Windows gaped like empty eye sockets, dark and hollow. The stone was gray and weathered, streaked with moss and age, and parts of the structure had collapsed entirely—leaving jagged edges and piles of rubble that spilled down toward the water's edge.

It wasn't beautiful in the way castles usually are—it was haunting. Waiting.

It looked like something that had been abandoned by time but refused to die.

Anthony's chest tightened.

This is it. This is the place.

He didn't know how he knew. He just did. The same way he'd known, standing in that cottage at dawn, that the map was real. That his grandfather's words weren't madness.

Go back. The stones remember what we forgot.

Anthony walked slowly toward the shoreline, his boots crunching on gravel and then sinking slightly into soft earth. The air was colder here, damp and heavy with the smell of wet stone and decaying leaves. The water lapped gently at the shore, a rhythmic whisper that sounded almost like breathing.

He stopped at the edge.

The lake stretched before him, dark and deep. The island waited in the distance, silent and still. The sun was setting now, casting long shadows across the water, and the sky had turned the color of bruised plums—purple and gray and fading gold.

Anthony pulled the map from his coat pocket and unfolded it with shaking hands. The ink was faded, the paper soft with age, but the X was clear. Right there. At the center of the lake.

The stones beneath.

He looked up at the castle again.

What am I supposed to do? Swim out there? Break into a ruin? Dive underwater and hope I find... what? A door? A sign? God?

His hands were trembling now. Not from cold. From something deeper.

Fear. Hope. Desperation.

What if there's nothing there? What if I'm just a man losing his mind in a foreign country, chasing ghosts because I can't face my own life?

But even as the thought formed, he knew he couldn't turn back.

He'd come too far. Felt too much. The pull was too strong.

Anthony folded the map carefully and tucked it back into his pocket. Then he looked down at the water.

It was dark. Cold. Uninviting.

He took a breath.

And stepped in.

What Waits Beneath

The water clutched at his boots, soaking through the leather instantly. Then his ankles. His calves. The cold was shocking—not just cold, but alive, like the lake was reaching up to claim him.

Anthony kept walking.

The bottom dropped away suddenly, and he gasped as the water rose to his chest. His coat billowed around him, heavy and dragging. His heart hammered against his ribs.

This is insane. This is actually insane.

But he didn't stop.

He pushed forward, wading deeper, until his feet could no longer touch the bottom. Then he kicked off and began to swim.

The water was thick and dark, and every stroke felt like pushing through something heavier than water should be. His breath came in short, sharp bursts. The cold seeped into his bones, making his muscles ache and his fingers go numb.

The island was still so far away.

I'm not going to make it.

The thought came unbidden, sharp and clear.

I'm going to drown out here. Alone. Chasing a dead man's riddle.

But something in him refused to turn back. Some stubborn, desperate part of him that needed to know. Needed to find whatever was waiting beneath the surface.

He stopped swimming.

Treaded water for a moment, gasping, his limbs heavy and shaking.

Then he looked down.

The water beneath him was black. Impenetrable. He couldn't see more than a few inches below the surface.

The stones beneath.

Anthony took a deep breath—deeper than he'd ever taken—and dove.

The cold hit him like a fist. Sharp. Violent. Almost unbearable.

He kicked hard, pulling himself down with powerful strokes, eyes squeezed shut against the sting of the water. His ears popped. Pressure built in his chest. His lungs began to burn.

How deep is this lake?

He opened his eyes.

Darkness. Nothing but darkness.

He kicked harder, descending, his body screaming for air. His mind began to fracture—panic clawing at the edges of his thoughts.
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