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Prologue

[image: ]


The ferry emerged from the dark like a moving street of light.

From the upper deck, Isla MacLeod watched the lamps shimmer across black water as rain swept sideways through the Sound of Sleat. The windows behind her glowed gold with tired passengers, paper cups of tea, and the muffled warmth of people heading somewhere they called home.

She stayed outside.

The October wind cut through her coat and tangled her hair across her face, but she barely noticed.

Skye waited ahead.

Not the summer Skye from postcards and tourist brochures. Not the version filled with camper vans, crowded cafés, and walkers chasing sunsets across the Quiraing.

This was the island after the season had ended.

Dark hills.

Empty roads.

Harbour lights reflected in rainwater.

The beginning of winter pressing quietly at every window.

Below her, waves struck the hull with a dull, rhythmic thud.

She tightened her grip on the rail.

Three months.

That was how long she had stayed away.

Three months since the funeral.

Three months since she had packed a suitcase in silence and left before dawn without properly saying goodbye to anyone.

Including him.

Especially him.

The thought arrived the way it always did now — sudden and unwelcome.

Calum Fraser.

Even in memory his name carried weight.

She closed her eyes briefly.

Some things should have been spoken in summer.

But summer had a habit of making people believe there would always be more time.

A burst of laughter drifted from inside the ferry lounge behind her. Someone uncapped a bottle. A child ran past the window chasing a brother or sister. Ordinary lives continuing forward.

Isla felt strangely outside all of it.

The island ahead looked almost unreal through the rain — scattered lights beneath vast darkness, the outline of hills barely visible beneath low cloud.

Home.

The word no longer felt simple.

When her phone vibrated in her coat pocket, she ignored it at first. But it continued.

One message.

She pulled the phone free reluctantly.

MORAG.

You’ll not get a taxi this time of night. I told him to meet the ferry.

Isla stared at the screen.

Her chest tightened instantly.

Another message arrived before she could think.

Don’t be angry with me. You two have avoided this long enough.

The wind rose sharply around her.

Far below, water exploded white against the bow.

For a long moment Isla simply stood there staring at the message while the ferry carried her steadily toward the harbour lights of Armadale.

Then slowly, almost unwillingly, she looked ahead toward the pier.

And saw the single figure waiting beneath the rain.
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The rain had eased to a fine mist by the time the ferry doors opened.

Passengers moved quickly down the vehicle ramp with heads lowered against the cold, their footsteps echoing hollowly across wet metal. Engines started below deck one after another, headlights cutting through drifting rain as vehicles rolled slowly toward the pier.

Isla remained where she was for a moment longer.

Through the harbour lights she could still see him standing there.

Hands buried in the pockets of a dark waterproof jacket.

Unmoving. Waiting.

Three months suddenly felt like nothing at all. Her stomach tightened.

She had imagined this moment too many times during sleepless nights in Edinburgh. In some versions he walked away before she reached the pier. In others he barely acknowledged her existence. Once or twice, she had imagined anger.

But not this.

Not the quiet stillness of someone who had simply come because she needed collected.

That somehow felt worse.

The line of passengers thinned around her until a crew member glanced politely in her direction.

“You are getting off, miss?”

“Aye,” she answered softly.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and stepped down into the frosty night air.

The smell hit her first.

Salt.

Diesel.

Wet rope.

Seaweed drying against harbour walls.

Home.

Her boots touched the pier and for a second, she almost turned back toward the ferry.

Instead, she walked forward slowly.

Calum did not move toward her immediately. He waited until she was close enough for the harbour lights to catch her face properly.

“You picked a fine night to come back,” he said at last.

His voice remained exactly the same.

Low. Steady. Warm despite itself.

Something inside her shifted painfully.

“Aye,” she answered. “Looks like Skye’s missed me.”

The corner of his mouth almost moved.

Almost.

That hurt too.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Rain ticked softly against parked cars nearby. Mooring ropes creaked against the harbour wall. Somewhere farther along the pier a gull cried into the darkness.

Calum finally reached for her case.

“I’ve got it.”

“I can manage.”

“I know you can.”

The reply came gently, without edge, which somehow carried more weight than irritation ever could have.

He lifted the case anyway and turned toward the car park.

Isla followed him.

The old Land Rover sat beneath a broken harbour lamp, rain shining across the bonnet. She recognised it instantly despite the new dents and patches of rust.

“You still drive this thing?”

“It still drives.”

“That’s debatable.”

“It passed the MOT. Barely.”

There it was again.

That almost-smile.

Small enough to disappear if either of them acknowledged it.

Calum placed her suitcase in the back and opened the passenger door for her out of habit.

That nearly undid her.

Because habits survived things that feelings sometimes did not.

She climbed inside quickly before he could see emotion threatening behind her eyes.

The heater smelled faintly of damp clothes and old engine oil. A wool scarf lay across the dashboard beside a half-empty coffee cup. Everything about the vehicle felt painfully familiar.

Calum settled behind the wheel and started the engine.

For several seconds he simply sat there watching the ferry workers secure the ramp behind them.

“You are staying at your mother’s?” he asked finally.

“Aye.”

“She knows you’re back?”

“She thinks I arrive tomorrow.”

That earned a brief glance.

“Then why tonight?”

Isla watched rain gather on the windscreen.

“Couldn’t sleep in the city anymore.”

The answer lingered between them.

True.

But incomplete.

Calum seemed to understand that immediately. He nodded once and pulled the Land Rover away from the harbour.

The road climbed slowly out of Armadale into darkness.

Headlights swept across wet stone walls and dripping trees. Beyond them the hills vanished into cloud.

Inside the vehicle the silence settled again, though this one felt different now. Less hostile. More cautious.

Like two people standing carefully near old fractures.

Isla watched the familiar road unfold ahead.

Everything looked smaller than she remembered.

Or perhaps she had simply changed.

“You still at the harbour office?” she asked quietly.

“Aye.”

“How’s the winter bookings looking?”

“Bad.”

She laughed softly despite herself.

“Some things never change.”

“No.”

The single word carried more meaning than either of them wanted to examine.

Rain strengthened again as they rounded the next bend.

Ahead, the dark outline of the Cuillins rose beneath drifting cloud like something ancient watching over the island.

Isla leaned her head lightly against the cold window glass.

She had told herself coming home was temporary.

Just a few weeks.

Time to settle her mother’s affairs properly.

Time to clear the cottage.

Time to think.

But as the lights of Armadale disappeared behind them and Skye opened dark and endless ahead, she felt the uncomfortable certainty that the island already had other ideas.
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The cottage smelled faintly of peat smoke and lavender polish.

Isla stood just inside the doorway after Calum carried her suitcase in, struck suddenly by the silence waiting inside the house. Not emptiness exactly.

Absence.

The kind that settled quietly into furniture and photographs and cups left hanging beneath kitchen shelves.

Her mother had been gone four months.

But parts of her still seemed to exist everywhere.

The knitted blanket folded neatly over the chair beside the fire.

Reading glasses resting upside down beside an unfinished crossword.

A shopping list pinned beneath a magnet on the fridge.

Milk
Tea
Bread
Call Morag
Isla stared at the handwriting longer than she meant to.

“You alright?”

Calum’s voice came softly from behind her.

She nodded too quickly.

“Aye.”

A lie so obvious neither of them acknowledged it.

Rain rattled briefly against the windows. Somewhere outside the wind moved through trees behind the cottage with a low restless sound.

Calum placed her case beside the stairs.

“I lit the fire earlier. House should warm through soon enough.”

“You came here?”

“Morag had a key.”

Of course she did.

Morag probably had keys to half the island.

Isla slipped off her coat slowly, hanging it beside the door. Everything felt strangely suspended, as though the cottage itself was waiting to see whether she truly intended to stay.

Calum moved toward the kitchen.

“There’s bread in the cupboard and milk in the fridge. I brought some things over yesterday.”

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“No,” he answered quietly. “But I did.”

Again, that dangerous gentleness.

She busied herself unwrapping her scarf simply to avoid looking at him.

The kitchen fire crackled softly in the adjoining room, throwing warm amber light across old wooden floors. Outside the windows the darkness pressed close now, broken only by rain and the occasional sweep of headlights from the distant road.

Skye in October.

Long nights.

Longer thoughts.

“You want tea?” Calum asked.

“Aye.”

He filled the kettle automatically, moving through the kitchen with the easy familiarity of someone who had stood their hundreds of times before.

Because he had.

Sunday dinners.

Christmas afternoons.

Summer evenings after long walks along the harbour.

Her mother had adored him.

That memory tightened painfully in Isla’s chest.

“She used to keep those biscuits hidden from me,” Calum said suddenly, opening a tin beside the kettle.

“What biscuits?”

“These ones.”

He held up a packet of chocolate digestives.

A surprised laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

“Oh God... she did.”

“Said I ate them like a starving fisherman.”

“You did eat them like a starving fisherman.”

A brief silence followed.

But this one softened at the edges.

Calum looked down at the packet in his hands, and for the first time since the ferry Isla saw something crack slightly behind his composure.

“I still forget sometimes,” he admitted quietly. “I’ll think about stopping by here after work.”

The words landed heavily between them.

Isla lowered her
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