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(An Dùsgadh Iarainn)

Part I: The Serpent's Tooth

Chapter 1: The Sound of Silence

The winter had been long, even by Highland standards, and when it finally released its grip on the glen, it did so with reluctance, as though the season itself resented the turning of the year. Isla Morrison stood on the shoulder of Beinn Dearg, the red mountain that loomed over her family's pub like a sleeping giant, and watched the last of the snowmelt carve thin silver threads down the mountainside. The air was so cold it hurt to breathe, but it was a clean hurt, the kind that reminded you that you were alive.

Beside her, Aila MacKenzie knelt in the wet heather, her fingers buried in the dark peat soil. She had been there for twenty minutes, perfectly still, her eyes closed, her lips moving in a whisper too quiet for Isla to hear. Isla had long since stopped asking what Aila was doing during these moments. The answer was always complicated, and usually involved words like "sympathetic resonance" or "substratal consciousness," and Isla had learned that some mysteries were better accepted than understood.

"It's waking up," Aila said finally, opening her eyes. They were the pale grey of a winter sky, and in the weak morning light they seemed almost luminous. "Slowly. Carefully. But it's waking."

Isla felt it too, though she could never have articulated it the way Aila did. Through her bond with the Cailleach—a connection that had once been a terrifying mystery and was now simply a part of her, like a sixth sense she hadn't known she possessed—she could feel the land stirring beneath the last of winter's grip. It was a deep, slow breathing, the respiration of stone and soil and root systems that operated on a timescale humans could barely comprehend.

"Grandfather used to say that spring came late to this glen because the mountains were old and set in their ways," Isla said. "He said they took their time about everything, and if you didn't like it, you could move to Glasgow where the hills were young and had no sense of dignity."

Aila smiled, a rare expression that transformed her serious face into something almost beautiful. "Your grandfather was a wise man. The mountains are old. This one especially." She gestured at Beinn Dearg's craggy peak. "Do you know what they called it before the mapmakers came and decided everything needed an English name?"

Isla did know. Her grandfather had told her, in the soft Gaelic that had been his first language and hers only a fading echo. "Beinn nan Cailleach," she said. "The Mountain of the Hag."

"Exactly." Aila stood, brushing peat from her knees. "They didn't name it that because it looked like an old woman. They named it because they knew she was here. Underneath. Inside. They built their houses facing this mountain so she could watch over them while they slept."

The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it sent a small shiver down Isla's spine that had nothing to do with the cold. The Cailleach was real. Isla had spoken to her, had touched her, had felt the weight of her presence pressing against the boundaries of human consciousness. The idea that generations of her ancestors had lived in the shadow of that presence, had known it and accepted it and made their peace with it, was both humbling and terrifying.

They stood in silence for a long moment, watching the light creep down the mountainside. Below them, the glen unfolded like a map drawn in shades of brown and green, the river looping through it like a silver noose. Isla could see the village, a scatter of white houses clustered around the grey stone spire of the kirk. She could see her parents' pub, the Clachan Airidh, its slate roof still dusted with the last of the snow. She could see the neat squares of fields where sheep moved like slow clouds across the grass.

It was beautiful. It was home. And she could feel, through that strange sixth sense that had become her burden and her gift, that something was wrong.

"There's something else," she said, not quite a question.

Aila nodded slowly. "I felt it too. This morning, just before dawn. A vibration. Very deep. Very regular." She paused, choosing her words with care. "It's not natural. Nothing in the earth moves like that unless something is making it move."

"What kind of something?"

"I don't know yet. But I'll find out." Aila pulled her woolen cloak tighter around her shoulders. "Come on. Your mother will be wondering where you are, and I need to check the wards around my cottage. Whatever this is, it's getting stronger."

They made their way down the mountain in silence, picking their way through wet heather and across streams swollen with meltwater. By the time they reached the road that led to the village, the sun had burned off the last of the morning mist and the day had begun to warm. It should have felt like a promise. Instead, it felt like a countdown.

The Clachan Airidh was warm and welcoming, as it always was, the peat fire in the great hearth sending threads of smoke-scent into the low-ceilinged bar. Eilidh Morrison was behind the counter, polishing glasses that were already clean, her sharp eyes missing nothing. She took in her daughter's wet boots and Aila's mud-stained cloak with a single glance.

"You've been up the mountain," she said. It was not an accusation, merely an observation.

"We wanted to see the snowmelt," Isla said, which was technically true.

Eilidh's expression said, very clearly, that she did not believe this for a moment, but she let it pass. "Sit down. I'll make you tea. And you'll stay for breakfast, Aila. You're too thin, and that cottage of yours has no proper heating."

Aila opened her mouth to protest, but Eilidh's raised eyebrow silenced her effectively. They sat at a table by the window, watching the village come slowly to life, and let Eilidh feed them toast and eggs and strong tea that tasted of smoke and comfort.

The peace lasted exactly twenty-three minutes.

It was Tamhas MacLeod who brought the news, though he didn't know it yet. The old crofter came through the door with his usual deliberate pace, stamping the mud from his boots and nodding to the regulars before making his way to the bar. But there was something in his expression that Isla hadn't seen before—a tightness around the eyes, a tension in his jaw.

"Eilidh," he said quietly. "Have you got today's paper?"

Eilidh reached under the bar and produced a copy of The Scotsman, still folded. "Tamhas, what's wrong?"

Instead of answering, he spread the paper on the bar, turning to an inside page. His gnarled finger tapped a headline, and Isla, watching from her table, felt the bottom drop out of her stomach.

"BLACK GOLD OR GREEN ENERGY? HIGHLAND GLEN AT CROSSROADS."

Below the headline was a photograph of the glen—her glen, taken from almost exactly the spot where she and Aila had stood an hour ago. And below that, a smaller photograph of a smiling man in a hard hat, standing in front of a drilling rig.

Eilidh read the article in silence, her face growing progressively paler. When she finished, she looked up at Tamhas with an expression Isla had never seen on her mother's face before: fear.

"They've got exploratory licenses," Eilidh said. Her voice was steady, but only just. "For the whole northern section of the glen. From the river to the peatlands." She paused. "Including the Cauldron."

Isla felt Aila go rigid beside her. The Cauldron was the heart of it all—the convergence point of three major ley lines, the place where the veil between worlds was thin enough to see through, the sacred ground where they had performed their most important rituals. If the company drilled there—

"They're calling it 'advanced geothermal recovery,'" Eilidh continued. "But Tamhas, what does that mean? Is it fracking? Is it what they did in America, where the water caught fire?"

Tamhas shook his head slowly. "I don't know, Eilidh. The article says it's different—something about deep geothermal heat, about using the earth's own energy. But I've been reading about what happened in Lancashire, and in Australia. They all use the same words. 'Safe.' 'Regulated.' 'World-class standards.'" His voice hardened. "And then the earth starts to shake and the sheep start to die."

The door opened again, letting in a blast of cold air and a group of men Isla recognized as local farmers. They were talking loudly, their voices carrying across the suddenly quiet bar.

"—saying two hundred jobs, minimum. My boy could come home from Aberdeen—"

"Jobs doing what? Cleaning up the mess after they're done? You think they'll still be here in twenty years when the geothermal runs cold?"

"It's not oil, it's energy. Clean energy. The government's behind it—"

"The government's behind whatever pays the most taxes."

The argument spread like fire through dry heather. Within minutes, the bar was divided into two camps: those who saw the promise of jobs and economic revival, and those who saw only the destruction of everything they loved. Isla sat frozen at her table, listening to neighbors who had known each other for decades suddenly talking past each other, their voices sharp with the particular anger that comes from fear.

Màrtainn MacRae came in halfway through, and the argument shifted. Màrtainn was a local success story—the boy from a crofting family who had built a construction business from nothing, who employed half a dozen local men, who had recently expanded into groundworks and site preparation. If the company came, Màrtainn would be perfectly positioned to benefit.

"MacRae!" One of the anti-drilling farmers called across the room. "You going to work for them, then? Going to help them tear up the glen for a quick profit?"

Màrtainn's face tightened. He was a big man, solidly built, with the kind of face that was usually open and friendly. Now it closed like a door slamming. "I'm going to do what's best for my family, Dougie. Same as you'd do in my position."

"They haven't even started yet and already you're lining up for contracts?"

"I haven't lined up for anything. But if they come, and if they need local
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