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BOOK THREE: THE FAERIE HOST

(An Sluagh)
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Chapter One: The Unwilling Gift
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The first snow of December fell on a Tuesday, and with it came the dead.

Isla MacKenzie stood at the kitchen window of her family's croft, watching the flakes spiral down from a sky the colour of old pewter. The hills of Ross-shire rolled away from her like the back of some great sleeping beast, their heather-brindle hides already fading beneath a white mantle. It was beautiful, she supposed, in the way that all harsh things were beautiful from a distance.

She had been fourteen for exactly three months, and in those three months she had learned that the world was not what other people thought it was.

"Will you stop standing there dreaming?" Her mother's voice came from behind her, warm with exasperation. "The eggs need collecting before the cold gets them, and your father's already out seeing to the sheep."

Isla turned from the window. Morag MacKenzie stood at the stove, stirring a pot of porridge that sent fragrant steam rising towards the low ceiling beams. She was a small woman with iron-grey hair and hands that were never still—knitting, stirring, mending, always doing. She had the look of someone who had weathered many winters and expected many more.

"The snow's getting heavier," Isla said. It wasn't a protest, merely an observation.

"Aye, and it'll be heavier still by noon. That won't bother the hens, and it shouldn't bother you. Off with you now."

Isla pulled on her father's old oilskin coat, too large for her, and her wellingtons, and stepped out into the cold.

The air hit her like a blessing and a wound all at once—sharp and clean, carrying the smell of frost and woodsmoke and the distant salt of the Cromarty Firth. She loved winter, had always loved it, though she could never explain why to anyone who asked. There was something in the long darkness that spoke to a part of her she didn't fully understand.

The hens were in their coop beside the byre, and she made quick work of collecting the eggs, her fingers numb despite the warmth of the shells. It was as she straightened up, tucking the last egg carefully into her basket, that she felt it.

A change in the air. A pressure, like the moment before a thunderstorm.

She looked up.

The sky was full of them.

They moved like a great flock of birds, but no birds ever flew in that formation—a vast crescent shape that stretched from one horizon to the other, pulsing and shifting as if it were a single creature rather than countless individuals. They were the colour of smoke, of mist, of something that had never quite been alive and could never quite die.

The Sluagh. The Host.

Isla's heart did not race. She had seen them too many times for that now. The first time, when she was seven, she had screamed until her throat bled and no one could understand why. The doctors had called it night terrors, an overactive imagination. Her parents had called it fancifulness. Only her grandmother, old Elspeth MacKenzie, had looked at her with knowing eyes and said nothing at all.

Now Isla simply watched.

The Host was hunting.

She could tell by the way they moved, the way they wheeled and dove like gannets spotting fish beneath the waves. They were following something, tracking something. And they were coming closer to the croft than she had ever seen them before.

The kitchen door banged open behind her.

"Isla! What are you gawping at? Get inside, you'll catch your death!"

Her mother couldn't see them. No one could see them but Isla.

"Coming, Mam," she said, and walked calmly back towards the house with her basket of eggs, the sky above her black with the unforgiven dead.
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THAT NIGHT, THE DREAM came again.

She was standing on a hillside she did not recognise, though she knew it as well as she knew the lines of her own palm. The grass beneath her feet was green, impossibly green, the green of spring in a land where spring was eternal. Above her, the sky was the colour of twilight—neither day nor night, but the breathless moment between.

In the distance, she could see them. The cairns.

They rose from the earth like the backs of sleeping whales, great mounds of stone that had stood for thousands of years. She knew, without knowing how she knew, that this was a place of the dead. Not the recently dead, not the remembered dead, but the ancient dead—the ones whose names had been forgotten, whose stories had crumbled to dust, whose bones had become one with the earth.

Between the cairns, figures moved. They were the Sluagh, but different here. Quieter. Sadder. They drifted among the stones like mourners at a funeral that would never end, their hands reaching out to touch the weathered rocks as if they could draw warmth from the stone.

A voice spoke behind her.

"You see them as they truly are."

Isla turned.

The woman who stood there was tall, taller than any woman Isla had ever seen, and beautiful in a way that made Isla's chest ache. Her hair was the colour of moonlight on water, falling past her shoulders in waves that seemed to move even when there was no wind. Her eyes were the grey of a winter sea, deep and cold and full of terrible knowledge. She wore a gown of something that might have been silk and might have been shadow, and on her brow sat a circlet of what looked like frozen tears.

"You are the Queen," Isla said. It was not a question.

The Queen inclined her head. "I am Banrigh Sluagh. I have gathered the Host since before your ancestors learned to build with stone. I will gather them long after your bones have joined theirs." She gestured towards the drifting figures. "Look at them. What do you see?"

Isla looked. She saw a young man in the clothes of a soldier from some old war, his uniform faded, his eyes empty. She saw a woman in a long dress, her hair bound up in a style that belonged to another century, weeping silently into her hands. She saw children, too many children, their small faces turned towards the cairns with an expression of endless longing.

"They're sad," Isla whispered. "They're all so sad."

"They are forgotten." The Queen's voice carried no judgment, only fact. "They died with sins unconfessed, with debts unpaid, with words unspoken. They could not pass to their rest, and so they came to me. For centuries, they have served the Host, and in serving, they have found purpose. But now..." She paused, and for the first time, something flickered in those winter-grey eyes. "Now the forgetting has spread to the living. Cemeteries lie untended. The old rites go unperformed. The dead feel the cold of neglect, and their grief poisons us all."

Isla thought of the hunting she had seen that morning, the way the Host had wheeled and dove. "They're not just waiting at deathbeds anymore, are they?"

"No." The Queen moved closer, and Isla felt the temperature drop. "They hunt the living. They drag breathing souls into the Fàire because they hunger for connection, for remembrance, for any proof that they once mattered. I cannot stop them. My power is to gather, not to restrain. If the forgetting continues, they will take everyone. And there will be no one left to mourn."

The dream began to fray at the edges, the green hillside dissolving into grey mist.

"Find me again," the Queen said, and her voice was both a command and a plea. "When you are ready to bargain. When you are ready to remember."

Isla woke in her own bed, the first pale light of dawn creeping through her window, and knew that everything had changed.
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