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Chapter One: The El Dorado Crossing
Samuel Pilcher did not like being forced off a motorway.
It wasn’t fear. Not even inconvenience, not really. It was something harder to name — a sense that once you left the fast road, you lost the illusion of distance. The motorway let you believe you were moving cleanly between two fixed points. Slip off it, and the country began to happen to you.
The satnav had rerouted him twice already.
Accident ahead. Severe delays. Find alternative route.
He’d ignored the first suggestion. Questioned the second. Accepted the third when the red line on the screen thickened into something that looked less like traffic and more like clotting.
So now he was off it.
Off the clean, anonymous stretch of road and into the places in between.
He drove north through the outskirts first — the kind of developments that had no centre and no memory. Retail parks. Half-built estates. Warehouses with names that sounded like they belonged to companies rather than places. Everything new enough to look temporary, old enough already to feel worn.
He kept the radio off.
The road narrowed.
Shops began to appear — not the kind you passed at speed, but the kind you had to slow for. Halal butchers. Mobile repair stalls. Discount grocers with handwritten signs in windows. Languages layered over each other, none of them quite dominant, all of them claiming space.
Samuel found himself reading everything.
Not because he needed to. Because he couldn’t help it.
A bakery with a name he couldn’t pronounce. A barber offering fades in four different alphabets. A shutter half-down with graffiti scrawled across it — not tags, not art, just words. Angry words. He didn’t slow enough to read them fully, but he caught one phrase as it passed his window like a thrown stone:
NOT YOURS ANYMORE
He drove on.
Traffic thickened again as he passed through the first of the cities the satnav had pulled him into. Not a capital. Not even a place most people would name first. But it had grown. You could feel it in the way the roads had been stretched to accommodate more than they were built for.
Buses. Always buses.
Full ones.
Windows fogged with breath and bodies, passengers packed shoulder to shoulder even in the middle of the day. He found himself watching them at lights, studying faces without meaning to. Some stared out. Some didn’t. Most looked past him entirely, as if he wasn’t part of the same picture.
A police car idled at a junction, engine running, no urgency about it.
Samuel turned left where the satnav told him, though the turn felt wrong. Not dangerous. Just… wrong. Like stepping into a room mid-conversation.
The road dipped.
Terraced housing closed in on both sides, tight and repetitive. Curtains drawn in some windows. Wide open in others. Satellite dishes angled like listening devices.
A group of lads stood on a corner, not doing anything obvious, but not doing nothing either. Watching.
He drove slower than he meant to.
One of them stepped forward just enough to make eye contact. Not aggressive. Not friendly. Just… registering him.
Samuel nodded once, instinctively.
The lad didn’t nod back.
The light changed.
Samuel moved on.

By the time he cleared the second city, he found himself gripping the steering wheel tighter than he realised.
Not from fear.
From recognition.
He didn’t have the language for it — not yet — but he knew he’d seen something he wasn’t supposed to notice.
Or rather, something people preferred not to talk about.
The satnav chimed again.
Rejoining main route in 1.2 miles.
He almost laughed.
Rejoining.
As if he’d left something and could now return to it unchanged.
The motorway came back like a relief you didn’t trust.
Wide lanes. Predictable speed. The comforting anonymity of motion.
But it didn’t feel the same.
He carried the cities with him.

Stranraer announced itself slowly.
Not with grandeur. Not with welcome. With function.
Signs. Arrows. Terminal markings.
Ferry traffic this way.
He followed them, merging with a line of vehicles that all seemed to know where they were going better than he did. Vans. Family cars. A couple of coaches. A lorry with foreign plates and a driver who hadn’t slept enough.
The sea appeared suddenly, slate-grey and flat, stretching out like something that didn’t care whether you crossed it or not.
Samuel parked where he was directed.
Engine off.
Silence.
For a moment, he didn’t move.
He sat there with his hands resting on the wheel, looking straight ahead at nothing in particular, letting the journey settle in him. The cities. The faces. The words on the shutter.
Not yours anymore.
He exhaled slowly and reached for his phone.
No new messages.
But the last one was still there.
Telegram.
No name saved. Just a number.
He opened it the way you opened something you’d already decided to act on.
There it was.
A link.
Nothing else.
No name.
No text.
Just a video.
He’d watched it once when it came in.
Once was enough.
He opened it again anyway.
The opening bars came through the small speaker — thin, distant, familiar in a way that bypassed thought entirely.
Take the last train to Clarksville…
Samuel closed his eyes for a second.
Not to listen.
To remember.

Years ago.
A conversation that wasn’t supposed to be recorded.
A rule that wasn’t written down.
If it ever came.
If it ever mattered.
No names. No explanations.
Just the signal.
And the meeting place.
Not a station.
A crossing.
Somewhere between.

You can be here by four-thirty…
He opened his eyes.
Checked the time.
Checked the ticket confirmation he hadn’t needed to think about when he booked it.
Closest sailing.
That was enough.
It always had been.
Samuel had stared at the message for a long time when it came in.
Not because he didn’t know who it was.
Because he did.
Patrick O’Fearghall.
Paddy.
A man Samuel hadn’t seen in years, and never in a place like this.
He’d thought about replying.
He hadn’t.
There was something in the message that didn’t invite conversation.
It summoned it.
Samuel checked the time.
He was early.
Good.
He stepped out of the car.
The air hit him cold and damp, carrying the smell of salt and diesel. The kind of air that got into your clothes and stayed there.
People were already moving toward the terminal.
He joined them.

Inside, everything was fluorescent and practical.
Queues. Screens. Announcements that blurred into each other.
He picked up his ticket from a machine that didn’t look like it trusted him. Printed it. Checked it twice. Slipped it into his coat.
He kept his head level as he moved through the building.
Not scanning.
Not searching.
Not yet.
There would be a moment for that.
This wasn’t it.
Paddy hadn’t changed much, he told himself.
But then again, neither had the places Samuel had just driven through — not in structure. In something else.
That was the problem.
Change didn’t always announce itself by looking different.
Sometimes it looked exactly the same… until it didn’t.

Boarding was called.
A slow funnel of people toward the gate.
Samuel moved with them, ticket in hand, stepping forward in increments. He found himself watching hands. Bags. The way people carried themselves.
You could tell a lot, if you paid attention.
Who belonged.
Who was passing through.
Who was arriving.
Who wasn’t going back.
He stopped himself.
Don’t start.
But it had already started.
Back on the road, maybe.
Or before that.
Or years ago, and he’d only just caught up to it.

The ferry loomed larger up close.
White hull streaked with use. Ramp open like a mouth waiting to swallow the line of passengers whole.
Boarding began.
A slow compression of movement toward a single point.
He stepped forward with the others.
Ticket shown. Gate passed.
Metal underfoot.
The hollow sound of it travelled up through his shoes — a reminder, if one was needed, that solid ground had been left behind.
Inside, the space opened up.
Seating areas. Cafés. Corridors that led to other corridors.
Too many places to hide.
Too many places to miss someone.
Samuel paused just beyond the entrance, just long enough to let the flow of people move around him.
Then he chose a direction.
Not at random.
Never at random.
He moved through the seating area first.
Families clustering together. Children already restless. A couple arguing quietly over something that didn’t matter enough to end the argument.
Workers. You could spot them easily. Alone. Bags tucked close. Eyes already half-closed, grabbing rest where they could.
And others.
Individuals who didn’t fit into either group cleanly.
He studied them longer than he meant to.
Not out of suspicion.
Out of… trying to understand.
Trying to place.
Trying to see what the country looked like when it wasn’t moving at motorway speed.

He checked his phone again.
Nothing.
Of course nothing.
Paddy wasn’t the type to update.
He was the type to appear.
Or not.
Samuel moved deeper into the ferry.
Past the café.
Up a short flight of stairs.
Out toward the open deck.
The wind hit harder here — sharp, insistent, carrying the sea with it.
It stretched out in every direction, indifferent and endless.
A few people stood at the rail, smoking, watching the harbour recede as the engines began their low, steady thrum.
Samuel stepped out beside them.
He walked the length of the deck once.
Then again.
Not hurried.
Not slow.
A pattern, if anyone had been watching closely enough to see one.
He had spent years learning how to read patterns without naming them.
Now something in those patterns refused to stay quiet.
He turned back toward the door—
—and stopped.
There was a man leaning against the far rail, not looking at the sea.
Looking at him.
Not staring.
Not challenging.
Just… waiting.
Samuel didn’t move for a second.
He let the distance remain.
Measured it.
Then closed it.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
Crossing the deck with the same measured pace he’d driven through those cities, as if speed might blur something he needed to see clearly.
The man didn’t shift.
Didn’t wave.
Didn’t call out.
He didn’t need to.
Samuel knew him before he was close enough to see his face properly.
It wasn’t the features.
It was the stillness.
The kind that came from deciding something you couldn’t undecide.
Samuel stopped a few feet away.
For a moment, neither of them spoke.
The ferry horn sounded low and long behind them, a deep note that rolled out over the water and seemed to hang there.
Patrick O’Fearghall pushed himself off the rail.

Up close, the years showed.
Not in the way men aged in the open.
In the way they aged after seeing something they didn’t talk about.

They stood facing each other.
No handshake.
No greeting.
No need.

Paddy spoke first.
“You came.”
Samuel gave a small nod.
“You sent it.”
A flicker of something — not quite a smile — passed across Paddy’s face.
“Had to make sure you’d understand.”
Samuel glanced briefly back toward the receding shoreline.
“I did.”
A pause.
The kind that carried weight without needing to fill it.

Paddy’s eyes shifted, not scanning, just checking.
Then back.
“I’m not here to talk about what was,” he said.
Samuel looked at him properly now.
“No?”
Paddy shook his head once.
“Past won’t help you.”
Samuel held that for a moment.
Then:
“What will?”

Paddy’s answer came without hesitation.
“The future.”

Something in the word landed harder than it should have.
Samuel felt it.
Didn’t name it.
Not yet.

“What about it?” he said.

Paddy didn’t answer straight away.
He looked out over the water.
Then back.
And when he spoke again, it was quieter.
Not softer.
Heavier.

“I think I know what’s coming,” he said.

Samuel felt the shift then.
Not surprise.
Recognition.
The shape of a thought he’d been circling without touching.

He didn’t speak.
Didn’t interrupt.
Just watched.

Paddy held his gaze.
“I don’t know what to do about it,” he said.
A beat.
“That’s why you’re here.”

Samuel exhaled slowly.
Not because he was unsure.
Because he wasn’t.

He looked back toward the land they were leaving.
Then back at Paddy.
“It’s not just here,” he said.
Paddy’s eyes narrowed slightly.
“What isn’t?”
Samuel met his gaze.
And for the first time, he said it out loud.

“The same thing.”
The wind moved between them.
The ferry pushed forward.
And somewhere behind them, unseen but not unfelt—
something had already begun.

They didn’t decide where to go.
They just turned.
Away from the rail. Away from the open deck and the wind that had said more than either of them had yet put into words. Through the door. Down the short flight of stairs.
Toward the bar.
No discussion. No suggestion.
It was simply where they went.

Inside, the light shifted again — warmer, lower, the hum of conversation sitting just above the sound of the engines pushing steadily beneath it. Glasses clinked. A machine hissed. Someone laughed too loudly at something that wasn’t quite funny enough to carry that kind of weight.
Samuel didn’t look at Paddy as they walked.
He didn’t need to.
The direction held.

They reached the counter at the same moment.
No queue.
No hesitation.
Samuel stepped forward.
“Two Guinness,” he said.
The man behind the bar nodded without interest, already reaching for the taps.
Neither of them had asked what the other wanted.
Neither of them needed to.

They moved to a table without choosing it.
A corner space. Not hidden. Not exposed. Just far enough from the main flow that voices could settle into something quieter without needing to drop.
Samuel sat first.
Paddy followed.
No adjustment. No negotiation of space.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.
Not out of uncertainty.
Out of alignment.

The phrase came back to him then.
Not as a memory.
As something present.
Go with the knowing in your knower.
It had been said once — years ago — in a place that none of them had ever written down. Not because they couldn’t. Because they wouldn’t.
It had sounded like nothing at the time.
A line. A throwaway.
It hadn’t stayed that way.

Since then, it had been there.
Not always loud.
Not always clear.
But present.
A sense, more than a thought.
A pull, more than a direction.
As if something, somewhere, had been set in motion — and those who had been there had never quite stepped out of its field.
Distance hadn’t broken it.
Time hadn’t thinned it.
It didn’t ask permission.
It didn’t announce itself.
It just… remained.

The drinks arrived.
Samuel reached for his wallet before the glasses had fully settled.
Paid.
The exchange was brief. Functional. Unremarkable.
He wrapped his hand around the glass and lifted it slightly, more out of habit than intention.
Paddy did the same.
They didn’t toast.
They didn’t need to.

Samuel took a sip.
Set the glass down.
Looked at Paddy properly now.

Around them, the bar carried on as if nothing had shifted.
People talking. Moving. Eating. Drinking.
The same world he’d stepped through to get here.
The same world he’d driven through.
The same world that, somehow, no longer felt like it was holding its shape.

He leaned back slightly in his chair.
Not relaxed.
Measured.

“Well then, Paddy,” he said.
A beat.
“What’s Treasure Island?”

Paddy didn’t answer immediately.
He held Samuel’s gaze for a moment longer than most men would.
Then:
“And Sammy,” he said quietly,
“you tell me—”
A pause.
“What’s El Dorado?”
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