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BOOK ONE: THE AWAKENING

PROLOGUE: THE LAST WALKER

The Year 1349 • The Isle of Mull

The mist came for her at dusk.

Morag sat alone among the standing stones, her back against the tallest pillar, her blood soaking into the ancient soil. She could feel the cold spreading through her body, slow as winter ice forming on a loch, and she knew she had perhaps an hour before the Fàire claimed her entirely.

The wound in her side was not from a blade.

It was from a claw.

She had failed.

The thought sat heavy in her chest, heavier than the death that crept through her veins. Eighty-seven years she had walked the boundary between worlds. Eighty-seven years she had protected the clans, the crofters, the children who played too close to the standing stones at twilight. She had buried three husbands and outlived two sons. She had watched the old ways fade, inch by inch, as the new religion spread across the land like heather after a burn.

And now, in her final hour, she had failed.

The horned one stirred beneath the hill.

Morag closed her eyes and remembered the battle. The Clann Creige had found the old dagger—the one her own grandmother had buried centuries ago, the one that sealed the binding. She had arrived too late. They had already performed the ritual, already cracked the prison, already let the first whisper of Cernunnos seep into the world like poison into a well.

She had killed them all. Every last fanatic. But not before they had gutted her with their own dark magic.

The mist thickened around the stones, and Morag felt the Fàire pressing close, eager to claim her. In the Otherworld, she could see shapes moving—shadows with no bodies, eyes with no faces. They waited for her, patient as carrion birds.

"Not yet," she whispered.

With trembling hands, she reached into her leather pouch and withdrew the last remnant of her power: a single tooth from the first Mist-Walker, passed down through generations for a thousand years. It was warm in her palm, pulsing with a faint light.

She pressed it against the central standing stone.

The stone drank it like water into dry earth.

"A new one will come," Morax murmured, her voice fading. "When the land needs her most. When the horned one stirs again. She will come."

The mist swallowed her.

The stones stood silent.

And the line of the Mist-Walkers lay dormant for six hundred and fifty-five years.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE: THE AWAKENING


CHAPTER ONE: THE STANDING STONES
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July 2004 • The Isle of Mull

Isla MacKinnon was bored out of her skull.

She sat on the low stone wall outside her parents' pub, MacKinnon's Rest, watching a pair of German tourists wrestle an enormous suitcase into the boot of their rental car. The man was red-faced and sweating. The woman was issuing commands in a sharp, efficient voice. It took them four minutes.

Isla counted.

Tobermory was a postcard of a town—a curve of brightly painted houses hugging the harbor, fishing boats bobbing on the water, hills rising green and misty behind it all. Tourists called it "charming" and "picturesque" and "a hidden gem." Isla called it a prison.

She was eighteen years old. She had lived on this island her entire life. She had never been to Glasgow, never seen Edinburgh, never set foot on a plane. The farthest she had ever traveled was Oban, a forty-five-minute ferry ride away, and that was for a school trip when she was twelve.

Her mother, Morag (named for the legendary Mist-Walker, though Isla did not know it), ran the pub with cheerful efficiency, serving haggis, neeps, and tatties to tourists who photographed their plates before eating. Her father, Ewan, spent his days fishing and his nights in the pub's back room with his cronies, arguing about football and the declining price of shellfish.

Isla loved them both. She also wanted to set them on fire.

"Ach, you look like someone pissed in your porridge."

Isla glanced up. Fiona, her only real friend on the island, stood over her with two dripping ice cream cones. She was a year younger, round-faced, perpetually cheerful, and utterly incapable of understanding why anyone would want to leave Mull.

"Here." Fiona thrust a cone at her. "Strawberry. Your favorite."

Isla took it. "Thanks."

"So? What's eating you?"

"Nothing." Isla licked the ice cream. "Everything. The usual."

Fiona plopped down beside her. "You know what your problem is? You don't appreciate what you've got. Look at this place." She gestured grandly at the harbor. "It's beautiful. It's peaceful. It's home."

"It's a cage."

"It's a cage with really good ice cream."

Isla snorted. Despite herself, she smiled. Fiona had that effect on people. It was deeply irritating.

"Come on," Fiona said, bumping her shoulder. "Walk with me. I need to check on the ponies at the croft, and you need to move your mopey arse."

They walked the coastal path toward Fiona's family croft, a small sheep-and-pony operation a mile outside town. The afternoon sun was warm on Isla's shoulders, and the sea sparkled a ridiculous shade of turquoise. A seal bobbed in the water, watching them with dark, curious eyes.

"See?" Fiona said. "Seal. Happy seal. You can't be miserable when there's a happy seal."

"That's not a law."

"It should be."

They passed the turnoff to the croft and kept walking. The path curved inland, climbing toward the low hills that formed the spine of the peninsula. Fiona was talking about some boy—some tourist boy, Isla half-listened—when the light changed.

Isla stopped.

The sun was still shining behind them, but ahead, the hills were disappearing into a wall of white mist. It rolled down the slopes like something alive, thick and fast, swallowing the heather and the rocks and the sky.

"Is that normal?" Fiona asked, her cheerfulness dimming.

Isla frowned. Sea mist was common on Mull, especially in the mornings. But this was different. This was moving—too fast, too purposeful, like a tide coming in.

"Maybe we should head back," Isla said.

But Fiona was already walking toward it. "Come on, it's just fog. It'll be fun."

"Fee, don't—"

Fiona stepped into the mist and vanished.

For one horrible second, Isla stood frozen. Then she ran.

"Fiona!"

She plunged into the white. The world dissolved around her—no sky, no path, no sea, just an endless, muffled nothing. The temperature dropped sharply. Her breath misted in front of her face.

"Fee! Where are you?"

A sound answered her.

It wasn't Fiona's voice. It was a high, keening wail, like wind through a crack in a window, but somehow hungry. Isla had never heard anything like it, but her body knew it instantly. Every hair on her arms stood up. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

Run, every instinct screamed. Run now.

But Fiona was in here.

Isla ran toward the sound.

The mist parted for just a moment, and she saw it: a figure crouched over something on the ground. It was roughly human-shaped, but wrong—too thin, too pale, limbs too long. Its skin was the color of old milk. Its head was hairless, its eyes two black pits.

It was feeding on Fiona.

The scream that tore from Isla's throat was pure animal. She grabbed the nearest thing—a rock, fist-sized—and hurled it at the creature. It struck the thing's shoulder with a wet thud. The creature's head snapped up, and those black eyes fixed on Isla.

It smiled.

It had too many teeth.

Then it was moving, faster than anything had a right to move, and Isla had no time to think, no time to run, no time to do anything but react.

She caught its wrist.

She didn't know how. It had lunged at her, and her hand had come up, and suddenly she was holding its arm, feeling its strength, feeling it try to pull free—

And failing.

The creature's smile faltered. It tugged. Isla held fast. It tugged again, harder. Isla's fingers didn't budge.

"What," the creature hissed, "are you?"

Isla had no answer. But something was happening inside her. A door was opening. A wall was crumbling. She could feel power rushing through her veins like whiskey—warm, burning, intoxicating. The world around her shifted. Colors deepened. Sounds sharpened. She could see the mist as something more than mist—a shimmering veil, thin as silk, with something vast and dark pressing against it from the other side.

The creature saw it too. Its black eyes widened.

"No," it whispered. "No, it's been centuries, the line is broken, the Walkers are—"

Isla punched it in the face.

Her fist connected with a sound like a hammer striking meat. The creature flew backward, tumbling through the mist, and hit the ground twenty feet away. It tried to rise, but its arm was bent wrong, its jaw hanging loose.

Isla walked toward it.

She didn't know where the calm came from. She had never fought anyone in her life. But something ancient and certain had taken root in her chest, and it knew exactly what to do.

The creature scrambled backward. "Please—I didn't know—I thought she was just a human, I thought—"

"You thought wrong."

Isla picked up a rock. It was heavier than the first one, jagged on one end.

"Please," the creature whimpered. "I'm Feral, I can't help it, I'm just hungry, always hungry, it's not my fault—"

Isla looked at Fiona, still and pale on the ground. Blood soaked her friend's shirt. Her eyes were open, staring at nothing.

Isla brought the rock down.

The creature burst into dust.

The mist cleared as quickly as it had come.

Isla stood alone on the hillside, the rock still in her hand, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The sun was shining. The heather was purple. A skylark sang somewhere overhead.

Fiona lay dead at her feet.

Isla dropped the rock. She fell to her knees. She picked up Fiona's hand
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