

    
        
          What Remains

        

        
        
          E. Emily Ellison

        

        
          Published by Sueton Hall Press, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WHAT REMAINS

    

    
      First edition. June 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 E. Emily Ellison.

    

    
    
      Written by E. Emily Ellison.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


Tuesday

The snow started at four in the afternoon, which was two hours after Cara arrived and one hour after she had walked the loch path and filled six pages of her notebook with observations about the quality of the light on the water in February and the specific silence of a Highland landscape in winter.

She came back to the inn at five and found Ewan Calloway in the kitchen, which she could see through the open door, doing something to a duck with the focused attention of someone for whom cooking was not performance.

"The road," she said, from the doorway.

He looked up.

"Is closing," he said. "There's a weather warning through Thursday."

"Through Thursday," she said.

"Minimum," he said. "The single-track from the village floods first and then freezes. The council gritter doesn't come this far out until the main road is clear."

"I have a booking in Ullapool on Thursday," she said.

"You won't make Ullapool on Thursday," he said. "I can refund the difference between your booking and—"

"I don't want a refund," she said. "I want the road to be open."

"The road will open when the weather allows it," he said. "I can't help you with that."

"No," she said. "I know. I'm sorry. That wasn't—" she stopped.

"Directed at me," he said. "I know."

"Is there anyone else staying?" she said.

"No," he said. "February is quiet."

"So it's just us," she said.

"Just us," he said.

The duck required his attention again. She looked at the kitchen — the copper pans, the well-used chopping boards, the specific quality of a kitchen that was designed for serious cooking rather than domestic convenience.

"Is there a sitting room?" she said.

"Through the hall," he said. "The fire is lit. There's whisky on the table."

"Thank you," she said.

"Dinner is at seven," he said. "Unless you'd rather eat in your room."

"The sitting room is fine," she said.

"The dining room," he said. "If you're eating with me."

"Am I eating with you?" she said.

"There's no one else," he said. "I could bring it to your room."

"The dining room is fine," she said.

She went to the sitting room.

The fire was good. The whisky was excellent. The loch was visible through the window, going dark in the February evening, the snow beginning to fall in the specific way of Highland snow — not urban snow, which performed, but this kind, which simply arrived and accumulated and transformed without requiring an audience.

She opened her notebook.

She wrote: [it("Ardmore House. Six rooms, one other person. The innkeeper is forty-something and cooks duck at five in the afternoon with the attention of someone who needs the thing to be right. The loch is doing something extraordinary with the last of the light. I am snowed in for at minimum three days and I am, I note with some surprise, not unhappy about this.")]

She paused.

She added: [it("The innkeeper. Something there. File for later.")]

She looked at the snow.

She thought: a week in the best small inn in the Highlands, snowed in, with a man who cooks duck at five and is not warm and is not unfriendly.

She thought: this is the chapter.
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Wednesday

The duck had been extraordinary.

She had eaten at a great many restaurants over twelve years of travel writing and she had learned to distinguish between cooking that was technically accomplished and cooking that was genuinely interested in feeding people, and the duck at Ardmore House on Tuesday evening had been the second kind: precise, warm, the flavours considered rather than assembled.

She had said so, over dinner, in the direct way she said most things.

"The duck was extraordinary," she said.

"Thank you," he said.

"Where did you train?" she said.

"I didn't," he said.

"You cook like someone who trained," she said.

"My wife trained," he said. "I learned from her."

The dining room was quiet for a moment.

"I'm sorry," she said. "For your loss."

"Thank you," he said.

He refilled her wine glass without asking, which she noted as the move of someone who had been feeding people for long enough that the hospitality was below the level of conscious decision.

"You were an architect," she said.

He looked at her.

"How do you know that?" he said.

"The sitting room," she said. "The way the window seat is positioned. The proportions of the dining room relative to the ceiling height. And the way you looked at the structural crack above the kitchen door when you walked past it this afternoon — the specific look of someone who knows what the crack means."

"There's a crack above the kitchen door," he said.

"Hairline," she said. "Settlement, not structural failure. But you know that."

"Yes," he said.

"Edinburgh?" she said.

"For twelve years," he said.

"You came back for the inn," she said.

"I came back for the house," he said. "The inn was what I did with it."

"Ms. Reyes," he said.

"Cara," she said.

"Cara," he said. "You're going to write about this place."

"Yes," she said.

"About me," he said.

"About the inn," she said. "You're part of the inn."

"I'd prefer not to be," he said.

"That's a reasonable preference," she said. "And one I'll try to honour. But I should be honest with you — I notice things. I write about what I notice. If something you tell me or show me is important to the piece, I'll ask you before I include it."

"And if I say no?" he said.

"Then I won't include it," she said. "I'm not a journalist. I'm a travel writer. The subject's comfort matters."

"The subject," he said.

"The place," she said. "Which includes the person who runs it."

"All right," he said.

"Ewan," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"The crack above the kitchen door," she said. "Can I write about that?"

He held her gaze.

"Yes," he said.

"Thank you," she said.

"It's a hairline crack," he said. "It's not dramatic."

"The best details never are," she said.

Wednesday was snow.

All of it, comprehensive, the kind of Highland blizzard that was not wind and drama but simple persistent accumulation — the world going white and quiet and smaller.

She wrote in the morning and walked in the afternoon, the loch path knee-deep in places, her boots adequate and her notebook inadequate because her hands were too cold to write and she was noting things in her head instead and trusting that they would keep.

Ewan was on the roof at two o'clock.

She saw him from the path — a figure in a grey coat, clearing snow from the flat section above the kitchen extension with a methodical patience that was, she thought, very like everything else she had observed about him.

"The roof?" she said, when he came down.

"The drainage," he said. "If it freezes in the gutters the melt causes damage in the spring."

"You're preventing future damage," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"Is that what you do?" she said. "Generally."

He looked at her.

"Generally," he said.

"Architects think about the future of buildings," she said. "The long game."

"Most things benefit from thinking about the long game," he said.

"Not travel writing," she said. "Travel writing is immediate. The impression before the analysis."

"Is that why you write it?" he said.

"Partly," she said. "And because I like going places."

"Where else have you been?" he said.

She told him.

They were in the kitchen by then — she had followed him in without being invited and he had not objected — and she talked about the places while he made tea with the same attention he brought to everything, and she watched him listen, which he did completely.

"You've been everywhere," he said.

"Not everywhere," she said. "I've been to the places that offered themselves."

"This place didn't offer itself," he said. "You came in February."

"February is when the place is actually itself," she said. "Summer, everywhere looks its best. February is honest."

"Ardmore House in February," he said.

"Is extraordinary," she said. "You know it is."

"I know the summer version," he said. "I've been here four Februaries."

"What do you do in February?" she said.

"Maintain things," he said. "Cook for whoever comes. Read."

"What do you read?" she said.

"History," he said. "Architecture. Some fiction."

"What fiction?" she said.

"Why does that matter?" he said.

"It doesn't matter," she said. "I'm curious."

"You're always curious," he said.

"Yes," she said. "It's the job."

"And when it's not the job?" he said.

"Also then," she said.

He held his tea.

"Ewan," she said.

"Yes," he said.

"I'm not writing about this conversation," she said. "In case you're wondering."

"I wasn't wondering," he said.

"You looked like you were wondering," she said.

"I was wondering what fiction I'd tell you I read," he said.

"What did you settle on?" she said.

"Hilary Mantel," he said. "Which is true."

"What else?" she said.

"Crime fiction," he said. "Which is embarrassing given the rest of the bookshelf."

"Crime fiction is not embarrassing," she said.

"It is when you also have Sebald and Macfarlane," he said.

"Sebald and Macfarlane read crime fiction," she said
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