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Prologue
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The first ferry of summer arrived beneath a sky the colour of brushed silver.

From the harbour wall, Isla MacLeod watched it emerge slowly through the morning mist, its white hull cutting across the still water with the same patient certainty she remembered from childhood. Even at this distance she could hear the low churn of the engines carrying over the bay.

The island always changed when the summer boats returned.

Windows opened. Voices carried farther along the shore. Gardens came back to life.

People who had spent winter hidden behind curtains and peat smoke began appearing outdoors again as though waking from some long seasonal sleep.

Behind her, gulls circled above the old fish shed beside the pier. Somewhere farther up the hill a dog barked twice before falling silent again.

The village was stirring.

At last.

Isla pulled her coat tighter against the morning breeze despite the promise of warmth already gathering in the air. It was early May, and though the hard edge of winter had passed, the sea still carried a coldness capable of slipping through wool and skin alike.

She glanced toward the upper road leading through the village.

The bakery lights were on.

A van from the mainland sat outside the small shop beside the post office, its rear doors open while crates were unloaded onto the pavement. The scent of diesel drifted briefly across the harbour before disappearing beneath the cleaner smell of salt water and seaweed drying on the rocks.

Ordinary things.

Trivial things.

But after winter, ordinary things mattered.

Especially this year.

She lowered her eyes toward the folded letter in her hand.

The paper had softened along the creases from being opened too many times over the past month. She already knew every word written inside it, yet still she found herself reading the first line again whenever doubt crept in.

If the position is still available, I would be grateful for the opportunity to return home.

Return home.

The words still felt uncertain.

Not because the island had changed.

Because she had.

The ferry horn sounded once across the bay.

Deep.

Low.

Familiar enough to reach places inside her memory she had spent years trying not to disturb.

For a moment she saw another harbour entirely.

Rain against steel decks.

A man laughing somewhere behind her.

The smell of coffee and engine oil.

A life that now belonged to someone else.

Isla closed her eyes briefly.

When she opened them again, the ferry was edging carefully toward the pier while a handful of islanders gathered along the harbour wall to meet arriving family, deliveries, tradesmen, and the first visitors of the season.

Summer beginning again.

The island breathing in once more.

And somewhere beneath the slow turning of gulls and tide and memory, Isla felt the faintest stirring of something she had not trusted herself to feel for an exceedingly long time.

Possibility.

She slipped the letter back into her coat pocket and started walking toward the harbour as the ferry ropes were thrown ashore.
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By mid-morning the harbour had become noisy again.

Not loudly noisy. Not like the mainland.

Island noisy.

Voices carried across water instead of traffic. Ferry chains clattered against steel ramps. Men shouted greetings from one boat to another while gulls screamed overhead in permanent outrage at everything and nothing alike.

Isla stood beside the old ticket office watching passengers disembark onto the pier.

Most were visitors. You could always tell.

They stepped onto the island looking around at once, searching for something they could not name. Some carried walking boots still clean from city pavements. Others arrived with cameras already hanging from their necks despite the grey cloud lingering over the bay.

One elderly couple paused halfway down the ramp simply to stare at the water.

Isla smiled faintly.

That happened often too.

The island had a way of forcing people to slow down before they realised it was happening.

“Still standing in the same place after all these years then?”

The voice came from behind her.

Warm.
Familiar.
She turned to see Morag Campbell approaching with two cardboard trays balanced carefully in her hands.

“Tea,” Morag announced. “Before you say no.”

“I wasn’t going to say no.”

“Aye, well. Miracles happen.”

Isla laughed quietly for the first time that morning.

Morag handed her one of the cups before nodding toward the ferry.

“Busy crossing?”

“Looks that way.”

“First proper weather forecast of sunshine and suddenly everybody remembers islands exist.”

They stood together watching a delivery lorry reverse carefully toward the stores building beside the pier.

Morag had changed little in the years Isla had been away. Perhaps a few more silver strands in her dark hair. Lines at the corners of her eyes from too many winters staring into Atlantic wind.

But otherwise she remained exactly as the island remembered her.

Steady.

Reliable.

The sort of woman who somehow knew everything happening in the village without ever appearing interested in gossip.

“You look tired,” Morag said eventually.

Isla took a slow sip of tea before answering.

“I’ve only been back two days.”

“Aye. And you still look tired.”

“That bad?”

Morag shrugged.

“Not bad. Just... carrying things.”

Typical island answer.

No intrusion.
No pressure.
Just enough truth left sitting between words.
Isla looked back toward the sea.

Beyond the harbour wall the water stretched westward beneath shifting light, steel-grey beneath the clouds but brighter farther out where sunlight was beginning to break through.

She had forgotten how quickly the weather changed here.

On the mainland the skies often felt fixed somehow.

Here the world moved constantly.

Light.
Wind.
Tide.
Mood.
Nothing ever stayed exactly the same for long.

“You’re really staying then?” Morag asked gently.

The question lingered between them.

Not casual this time.

Real.

Isla stared at the ferry ropes drawn tight against the pier.

“I think so.”

“You think so?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Morag nodded once as though that answer made perfect sense.

Maybe it did.

The truth was Isla still felt like a visitor herself.

Even sleeping in her late mother’s cottage again had felt strange. The rooms carried familiar smells — peat smoke, old books, lavender polish — yet she moved through them carefully, almost apologetically, like someone borrowing another person’s life.

Two years in Glasgow had changed her more than she liked admitting.

Not outwardly perhaps.

But inwardly.

Cities taught people to close themselves off in small unnoticed ways.

Head down.
Keep moving.
Don’t linger.
The island demanded the opposite.

Here people noticed absences.

Here silence itself carried meaning.

“Well,” Morag said at last, “you’ll know soon enough.”

“You sound very certain.”

“I’ve lived here sixty-three years. The island either keeps hold of people or spits them back out quickly. Usually within the first summer.”

“That comforting, is it?”

Morag grinned into her tea.

“You came back, didn’t you?”

Before Isla could answer, shouting erupted farther along the pier.

Both women turned instinctively.

A black Labrador had escaped from somewhere near the arriving passengers and was now racing wildly between stacked lobster creels while an exhausted-looking man chased after it.

The dog skidded across wet concrete before launching itself directly toward a group of laughing children.

“Murdo Fraser,” Morag sighed.

“Still impossible?”

“Worse. He bought that dog.”

The Labrador ignored repeated commands and sprinted directly toward the harbour wall.

Without thinking, Isla crouched as the animal bounded toward her.

“Here then,” she called calmly.

The dog stopped abruptly beside her, tail wagging furiously, tongue hanging sideways in complete delight with itself.

A moment later Murdo finally arrived, breathless and red-faced.

“Sorry,” he gasped. “Sorry. He’s usually better than this.”

“No he’s not,” Morag replied.

Murdo pointed accusingly at the dog.

“Traitor.”

The Labrador sat proudly beside Isla as though entirely innocent.

For the first time since arriving back on the island, Isla laughed properly.

Not politely.

Not carefully.

Genuinely.

And standing there beside the harbour wall, with gulls wheeling overhead and the first warmth of sun finally breaking through the clouds, she realised something unexpected.

For the first time in longer than she could remember, the sound did not feel unfamiliar to her anymore.
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The rain arrived just after lunch.

Not heavy rain.

Island rain.

A drifting grey curtain moving slowly across the harbour from the west, soft enough at first for people to pretend it might pass, then steady enough five minutes later to send everyone indoors at once.

By half past one the village had disappeared behind mist and wet stone.

Isla stood inside the bakery doorway watching water slide down the windows while Fiona Kerr wrapped fresh loaves behind the counter.

“You brought this with you from Glasgow,” Fiona declared.

“I did not.”

“You did. We had sunshine yesterday.”

“We also had sunshine this morning.”

“Aye, and now look at it.”

The bakery smelled of warm bread, cinnamon, and coffee strong enough to wake the dead. Two tourists sat near the front window drinking tea while studying a walking map that had already begun curling at the edges from damp air.

Near the stove an old fisherman named Callum Beaton slept quietly beneath a newspaper despite the low conversation surrounding him.

Some things on the island apparently never changed.

“You’ll wake him when the soup’s ready anyway,” Isla said.

Fiona glanced toward the sleeping man.

“He can smell lentil soup through walls. I swear it.”

Rain rattled softly against the glass.

Outside, the harbour road shone black beneath the weather while ropes along the pier lifted and tightened with the tide.

Isla carried her mug toward the window. The bakery had always been one of her favourite places growing
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