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The Frost Line

The first frost came quietly.

It settled overnight like a held breath, silvering the grass beyond the cottage and tracing the dry-stone walls with pale lace. Elspeth stood at the kitchen window wrapped in her grandfather’s old wool blanket, both hands around a mug of tea gone half-cold, and watched the morning arrive over the loch.

The birch trees glittered in the dawn light. Thin ice clung to the water trough by the gate. Somewhere beyond the ridge, a sheep called once into the stillness, the sound carrying farther in the cold air than it would have in summer.

The cottage behind her remained silent.

Not empty.

Just waiting.

She had lived there nearly seven months now, and still she hadn’t quite grown used to the way silence behaved on Skye. In Glasgow, silence had always meant absence — loneliness, distance, the ache left after conversation ended. But here, silence felt inhabited. Layered. As though the land itself was listening.

The kettle gave a small sigh on the stove.

Elspeth glanced toward the table.

The satchel rested exactly where she had left it the night before.

Dark leather. Worn seams. Faded stitching of tiny purple flowers along the inside flap.

Morag’s satchel.

Even now, months after the funeral, she found herself expecting to hear her gran’s voice drifting through the cottage.

Put another peat on the fire, hen. The cold settles quicker near the water.

She smiled faintly at the thought, though the smile didn’t last long.

The frost had brought the feeling back again.

That strange sense that something unfinished waited just beyond reach.

She crossed the room slowly and sat at the table. The wood beneath her fingertips still carried faint scorch marks from decades of hot pans and candle wax. Morag had once told her every proper kitchen should look lived in. Otherwise, what was the point of it?

Elspeth opened the satchel carefully.

Inside were the familiar fragments of another life:
a stub of pencil,
a dried sprig of thyme,
receipts curled soft with age,
a handkerchief carrying the faint scent of lavender.
And beneath them—

Paper.

Folded small and tucked deep into the lining as though it had hidden there deliberately.

Her breath caught slightly.

She drew it free.

The paper was soft with age, the edges worn thin from handling. On the outside, written in careful looping script, were the words:

For when the wind turns.

Elspeth stared at it for a long moment.

Then slowly unfolded the page.

The handwriting inside was unmistakably Morag’s.

If you’ve found this, the frost is here, and the land has shifted.

There’s something I never told.

Not because I feared it.

Because the time for it hadn’t yet arrived.

Go to the old croft beyond the north hill. Not the one near the loch. The other one — the one with the chimney that leans like it’s listening.

Beneath the hearthstone, there’s a box.

I didn’t bury it.

I only waited.

He never came back, you see. But some part of me always believed he left something behind.

Go gently, Elspeth.

Some truths sleep for a reason.

But that does not mean they should remain forgotten forever.

Morag

The cottage seemed quieter after she finished reading.

Outside, frost gleamed white across the heather.

Elspeth folded the letter carefully and pressed it flat against the table with trembling fingertips. She realised suddenly that she had stopped breathing properly somewhere near the middle of the page.

The chimney that leans like it’s listening.

She knew exactly which croft Morag meant.

Half-swallowed by gorse and years, it sat alone between two hills north of the loch road. Elspeth had passed it often during walks but never gone close. There had always been something about the place that encouraged distance.

Not fear exactly.

Respect.

She rose abruptly and crossed to the window again.

The frost was beginning to soften beneath the growing light, though the shadows still held the night’s cold. Beyond the garden wall, the hills stretched pale violet beneath a low winter sky.

Something in the landscape felt altered now.

As though the island had quietly opened a door she had not noticed before.

A knock sounded at the back door.

Three steady taps.

Elspeth blinked, startled from thought, then crossed the kitchen.

Ruairidh stood outside with his scarf pulled high against the cold, one hand wrapped around a flask, the other buried deep in his coat pocket. Frost silvered the dark edges of his hair.

“You’re up early,” he said as she opened the door.

“So are you.”

“I smelled the frost.”

She laughed softly despite herself and stepped aside to let him in. Cold air followed him through the doorway carrying the scent of pine smoke and sea wind.

Ruairidh paused the moment he saw her expression.

“What is it?”

Elspeth handed him the letter.

He read it slowly beside the stove, his eyes narrowing slightly near the end. When he looked back up, his face had softened into something thoughtful.

“The leaning chimney,” he said quietly.

“Aye.”

He handed the letter back carefully.

“So,” he said after a moment, “when are we going?”

Elspeth glanced once more toward the frost-covered hills beyond the window.

The land had shifted.

She could feel it now. “Today,” she said.
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The Chimney That Listens

The path to the croft climbed steadily beyond the north hill, narrowing as it wound through frost-stiff heather and sleeping bracken. Elspeth walked ahead with the letter folded safely inside her coat pocket, while Ruairidh followed a few steps behind carrying the spade over one shoulder.

The morning had fully broken now, though the sun gave little warmth. Pale light stretched across the island in soft bands of silver and blue, catching on frozen puddles and the dark backs of distant sheep scattered across the hillside.

Neither of them spoke much.

The silence between them had long since stopped feeling awkward.

Above the ridge, a raven circled once against the cold sky before disappearing west toward the cliffs.

Ruairidh glanced upward. “Storm coming tomorrow.”

“You can tell from one bird?”

“I can tell from the way the air tastes.”

Elspeth smiled faintly.

“That sounds like something your grandmother would’ve said.”

“Aye,” he replied. “That’s probably where I stole it from.”

The croft appeared slowly through the rise of the land.

At first it looked little more than another shadow among the hills — roof sagging, stones darkened by rain and time. But as they drew closer, the chimney revealed itself exactly as Morag had described.

Leaning.

Not dangerously. Not enough to collapse.

Just enough to seem as though it had bent itself closer to the earth to listen.

Elspeth slowed without meaning to.

The place carried the strange stillness she remembered from childhood churches and abandoned harbours — the feeling of somewhere left behind by ordinary time.

Ruairidh unlatched the rusted gate with a sharp metallic groan.

“After you.”

The front door hung crooked on swollen hinges. Inside, the croft smelled of peat ash, damp stone, and old timber softened by decades of weather. Dust floated through the narrow shafts of light falling between gaps in the roof.

Elspeth stepped carefully across the uneven floorboards.

The hearth sat at the centre of the room.

Waiting.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Then Elspeth crossed slowly toward it and knelt beside the blackened stone.

Her fingertips brushed the edge.

Cold.

Rough with age.

But one stone near the centre shifted slightly beneath her touch.

She looked up at Ruairidh.

“I think this is it.”

He crouched beside her, setting the spade aside. Together they worked the stone loose inch by inch until finally it lifted free with a scrape of grit and ash.

Beneath it lay a narrow hollow wrapped carefully in oilcloth.

Elspeth’s breath caught.

Even Ruairidh seemed reluctant to disturb the silence now pressing around them.

She reached down slowly and lifted the bundle free.

Smaller than she expected.

Lighter too.

The oilcloth crackled softly as she unfolded it on the floorboards.

Inside rested:
a tarnished silver locket,
a folded map,
and a wooden box no bigger than both her hands together.
No lock.

No marking.

Only time.

The room seemed colder suddenly.

Or perhaps stiller.

Elspeth opened the lid.

Inside lay a photograph curled with age.

A man stood beside a fishing boat somewhere along a rocky shoreline, collar turned high against the wind. Behind him, dark waves crashed white against stone.

His face was weathered but strong.

And strangely familiar.

Not familiar through memory.

Through resemblance.

As though some small part of him had survived in stories never fully spoken aloud.

Ruairidh leaned closer.

“That’ll be him,” he said quietly.

Elspeth nodded but couldn’t answer.

Beneath the photograph sat another folded paper — thinner this time, fragile enough that she feared tearing it simply by touching it.

She unfolded it carefully.

Not a letter.

A map.

Hand-drawn in faded ink across yellowed paper.

No names.
No dates.
Only shapes.

A burn winding through hills.
A cluster of trees.
A standing stone.
And beyond them—
a circle.

Marked with two words written in sharp deliberate strokes.

The Winter Place.

A draft moved suddenly through the croft, stirring dust across the floor.

Elspeth looked instinctively toward the chimney.

For one impossible moment, she thought she heard something.

Not words.

A hum.

Low and distant.

Like someone singing in another room.

Then the sound was gone.

Ruairidh was watching her carefully now.

“You heard that too?”

Elspeth hesitated.

“I’m not sure.”

But she was.

Outside, the frost had begun to melt beneath the weak noon light, drops of water slipping quietly from the heather tips into the earth below.

Ruairidh folded the map carefully.

“I know where this is,” he said.

Her eyes lifted immediately.

“You do?”

“Aye. Or close enough. There’s an old stone circle past the pine ridge above the glen. Most folk avoid it.”

“Why?”

He shrugged lightly.

“Island reasons.”

That made her laugh softly despite the tightness in her chest.

She looked again at the photograph.

At the man beside the sea.

At the face Morag had hidden for half a lifetime.

“He never came back,” she whispered.

Ruairidh studied the empty hearth a moment before answering.

“No,” he said quietly. “But maybe part of him never left either.”

The silence that followed no longer felt empty.

It felt awake.
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The Winter Place

The frost returned during the night.

Elspeth saw it first from the bedroom window just after dawn — a pale silver veil stretched across the hills, softening the world into something older and quieter. The loch beyond the cottage lay perfectly still beneath the morning sky, reflecting the weak winter light like darkened glass.

For a long while she remained where she was, wrapped in blankets, listening to the cottage breathe around her.

The old pipes ticking softly.
The distant sigh of wind along the chimney.
The sea somewhere beyond the hills.
And beneath all of it—

anticipation.

The map lay folded on the bedside table beside the locket.

She had barely slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the circle marked in faded ink.
The Winter Place.
As though the words themselves carried weight.

Downstairs, she lit the stove and filled the kettle while darkness still lingered in the corners of the kitchen. The cottage smelled faintly of peat smoke and lavender polish, and for a fleeting moment she could almost imagine Morag sitting at the table again, cardigan buttoned crookedly, muttering about the price of butter or the weather rolling in from the Atlantic.

The ache of missing her arrived suddenly and without warning.

Not sharp.

Just deep.

Like cold settling into old stone.

A knock came at the door shortly after sunrise.

Ruairidh entered carrying a flask and a canvas satchel slung across his shoulder.

“You look tired,” he said gently.

“I am
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