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Chapter 1: The Fiftieth Awakening
The roughspun of the shift was a familiar irritant against her skin. Before she opened her eyes, she catalogued the rest: the seeping damp in the granite beneath her back, the faint, sweet smell of rot and old straw, the rhythmic drip of water somewhere to her left. A pressure lingered around her throat, a memory of coarse rope and the final, sickening snap. Forty-nine.
Zola’s eyes opened. The ceiling was the same oppressive dark grey stone, lost in shadow beyond the reach of the light from the corridor grate. Nothing had changed. It never did. October 31st, 1745. She pushed herself up, joints protesting. The hunger was a dull ache in her stomach, another part of the ritual. She had three, maybe four hours until they moved her. Plenty of time.
She traced the faint, silvery lines on her forearms, a roadmap of failures written in scar tissue. The gash from a bayonet in loop thirty-one. The burn from a misfiring pistol in twelve. They were ghosts, gone from her skin but etched into her mind. This body was new. Unblemished. A clean slate for fresh mistakes.
Methodically, she began to move. Four paces long, three paces wide. The stone under the straw in the northeast corner was loose, but there was nothing beneath it. She’d checked thirty times. The mortar between the bars on the small window high on the far wall was crumbly, but the opening was too small for even a child to fit through. A fact she’d confirmed with a broken finger in loop three. She curled and uncurled her hands, feeling the strength in them. Muscle memory was the loop’s one kindness. Her body remembered how to fight, how to load a flintlock, how to suture a wound. Her mind just had to bear the cost of the lessons.
The scrape of a key in the outer door. Heavy, shuffling footsteps. She didn’t bother to stand, just shifted to sit cross-legged, facing the cell door. The torchlight threw a long, distorted shadow before the man appeared.
He was thickset, his face ruddy and bearded. In his hand, a short, stout club. He rattled it against the bars. “On your feet, witch.”
Zola didn't move. She looked at his hands, at the raw, chapped knuckles. “Hello, Dougal.”
He flinched. The club stopped its rattling. “How do you ken my name?”
“I know a great many things.” Her voice was low, devoid of inflection. “I know the damp here gets into your bones. That your right knee aches when it rains. I know your wife, Catriona, makes a barley stew that’s more water than grain.”
He took a half-step back from the bars, his face paling in the flickering light. “Devil’s talk.”
“Is it? Or is it just the truth?” Zola leaned forward, just a fraction. “How is wee Elspeth? The fever… it’s worse today, isn’t it? Her breathing sounds like tearing paper.”
Dougal’s hand went to the small wooden charm around his neck. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. He stared at her, his bravado gone, replaced by a raw, primal fear.
“The poultice,” she continued, her voice a soft, insistent whisper. “The one with the comfrey root and yarrow the healer gave you. It’s not working. The rash on her chest has spread.”
“Stop it.” The word was a choked plea.
“Tell Catriona to boil nettle leaves into a tea. Have Elspeth drink it. It won’t cure her, not entirely. But it will bring the fever down by morning.”
“How…?” He shook his head, his eyes wide and wet. “You are a witch.”
“I’m a woman who wants to leave this cell.” She held his gaze. “The keys, Dougal. Drop them and walk away. Go home to your daughter. Or use that club, and never know if I was telling the truth.”
He stared at her, his chest heaving. The keys jangled in his trembling hand. He looked from her face to the heavy iron ring, then back again. With a strangled sob, he fumbled at his belt, unhooked the ring, and pushed it through the bars. It landed on the stone floor with a loud clang. He didn't wait for a response, just turned and fled, his footsteps echoing down the corridor until they were gone.
The keys were cold and heavy in her palm. Zola moved with an economy born of endless practice. The lock on her cell door was stiff, groaning in protest as she turned the iron key. Freedom smelled of torch smoke and damp wool. The corridor stretched left towards the kitchens and the postern gate—the escape route. She’d tried it seventeen times. It never worked.
Zola turned right, deeper into the castle’s belly. Her bare feet were silent on the flagstones. She kept to the shadows, the map of the lower levels a perfect schematic in her head. Two guards patrolled the main passage. Their route took four minutes. She had two minutes to cross the corridor and reach the servants’ stairs. She flattened herself into an alcove, the stone rough against her cheek, counting the seconds by the steady beat of her own heart. The guards passed, their Gaelic conversation a low murmur about the poor quality of the latest ale. She gave them ten seconds, then slipped across the passage and up the narrow, winding stairwell.
She emerged into a small laundry room. The air was thick with the scent of lye and woodsmoke. A pile of clean, folded clothes sat on a wooden table. She stripped off the filthy shift and pulled on a plain woolen kirtle and a linen apron. The clothes were stiff, but clean. They made her anonymous. A servant girl. No one looked twice at a servant girl.
Next, the armory. It was on the ground floor, near the main hall. Not the most secure room in the castle; arrogance was a useful weakness. She found the door unlocked, as it always was before the morning muster. The room was a forest of pikes and Lochaber axes. Racks of flintlock muskets lined one wall, barrels gleaming in the thin morning light filtering through a high window. She ignored them. A pistol was too loud, a musket too cumbersome. This time had to be different.
Her eyes found what she was looking for on a small table cluttered with cleaning rags and pots of grease: a sgian-dubh, its hilt carved from dark horn. It was a small blade, meant to be tucked into a stocking, but the steel was good. Next to it lay a dirk, its blade a foot long, the leather-wrapped grip worn smooth with use. She took the dirk, testing its weight. It felt like an extension of her arm. She slid the blade into the belt of her stolen kirtle, the cold steel a shock against her skin. This wasn't about running. Not anymore. Forty-nine flights had ended in failure. The fiftieth would be a confrontation.

Chapter 2: The Wolf in the Great Hall
The stone corridor leading from the armory was cold enough to raise gooseflesh on her arms, the damp seeping through the thin wool of her stolen kirtle. It was a familiar cold. A grounding cold. The roughspun fabric scratched at the back of her neck, a constant, irritating reminder of the role she was about to play. One hand rested on the hilt of the dirk tucked into her belt; the worn leather was a point of focus in the rising tide of noise ahead.
She paused just before the archway, letting the wall of sound and smell wash over her. Peat smoke, thick and acrid, mixed with the reek of unwashed bodies, stale ale, and the metallic tang of old blood that had soaked into the floor rushes. Forty-nine times she had walked into this room. The first time, she had gagged. Now, it was just the smell of October 31st, 1745. The day of her death. Maybe.
The Great Hall of Castle Torran was less a hall and more a cavern of noise and shadow. A massive fire pit dominated the center, its flames clawing at a column of smoke that coiled toward a blackened hole in the ceiling. Men clustered around it and at the long trestle tables flanking it. Their Gaelic was a low, rumbling thing, the cadence of argument and bravado she had long since learned to parse. They were sharpening blades, mending leather, drinking, waiting. Always waiting for a battle that would destroy them.
Her gaze swept the room, cataloging the familiar faces. Men she'd seen die in a dozen different ways. Men who, in this loop, still breathed and cursed and worried about the coming winter. She pushed down the flicker of something that felt dangerously like affection. It was a liability she couldn't afford. This wasn't about them. It was about breaking the cycle.
She spotted her target at the head of the main table, a map of the Highlands spread before him. Ewan MacTorran. Even from this distance, he was a point of stillness in the chaos. He wasn't the biggest man in the room, but he held its center of gravity. His dark hair was pulled back from a face carved from Highland granite and hard decisions. She took a breath, the smoky air coating her tongue. Forty-nine times she had tried to run. Time for something new. She pushed off the wall and walked into the firelight.
The arguments and laughter did not stop as Zola moved through the hall. A woman in servant's clothes was invisible, a piece of the castle's machinery. Men shifted on their benches to let her pass without looking up. The rushes on the floor were filthy, sticking to the soles of her worn shoes. A large hound, sprawled near the fire, lifted its head and let out a low growl, but a kick from a nearby warrior sent it back to sleep with a yelp.
She kept her eyes fixed on the Laird. He was leaning over the map, his second-in-command, Duncan, pointing at a spot near Fort Augustus. As Zola drew closer, within twenty feet, Ewan went still. It was an unnatural stillness. His conversation with Duncan stopped mid-word. He didn't look up, not at first. His head tilted slightly, an almost imperceptible movement, as if he were tasting the air. She’d seen predators do the same thing on nature documentaries, a lifetime ago.
Then he raised his head. His gaze cut through the smoke and flickering firelight, bypassing the dozens of his own men to lock directly onto her. There was no recognition in his eyes, just a sudden, sharp-edged intensity. A flicker of gold in the brown. The low hum of conversation around the table faltered as the other men noticed their Laird's sudden change.
Ewan pushed back from the table, the legs of his chair scraping hard against the stone floor. The sound was sharp, ugly. In one fluid motion, he was on his feet, his hand on the hilt of his broadsword. The rasp of steel leaving the scabbard sliced through the remaining noise in the hall. Silence fell, heavy and immediate. Every warrior turned to stare.
"Who are you?" His voice wasn't a shout, but it filled the cavernous space. It was deep, with the rough edge of a man used to giving orders and being obeyed instantly. "Speak. Now."
Duncan had his hand on his own weapon, his expression a mixture of confusion and aggression. The other warriors were getting to their feet, a low murmur starting to build. Zola stopped ten feet from the table, making no move for the dirk at her belt. She let the weight of their attention settle on her, let them see the lone, unarmed woman in a servant's dress who had silenced their Laird.
She met Ewan’s gaze directly. "My name is Zola Clarke." She kept her voice steady, pitching it just loud enough to carry. "And I have information you need."
"Information?" The word was a sneer. "You're the witch they pulled from the dungeon. You have nothing but lies." He took a step forward, the tip of his sword unwavering, aimed at her throat. "How did you get out of your cell? Who helped you?"
"No one helped me." A half-truth. "And I'm not here to talk about my cell." She took a deliberate step closer, ignoring the sword. A bead of sweat traced a path down her temple. "I'm here to talk about your war chest. Or what's left of it."
Ewan’s eyes narrowed. "My war chest is none of your concern, woman."
"It is if it's half empty before the fighting even begins."
Duncan stepped forward, his hand still resting on his dirk. "Laird, she's tryin' to play you for a fool. Let me take her back to the cells."
"Is that what you think?" Zola asked, her gaze still locked on Ewan. "That I walked in here, with every sword in the clan pointed at me, to tell you a fairy tale?"
"You'll tell me what I command you to tell me," Ewan growled. The tip of his sword was a foot from her chest.
"Fine." She held his gaze. "Three days ago, your cousin Coll took delivery of a shipment of French silver. Two hundred pounds sterling. It was meant to buy fifty muskets from a smuggler in Mallaig."
A nervous cough broke the silence from somewhere in the hall. Ewan's expression did not change, but a muscle jumped in his jaw.
"The official ledger, the one Coll showed you, says the price was four pounds a musket. Correct?" Zola didn't wait for an answer. "But the smuggler's price was three pounds, ten shillings. A difference of fifty pounds. Fifty pounds that Coll pocketed. Just like he did with the grain shipment last month, and the gunpowder purchase before that."
Duncan looked from Zola to his Laird. "Coll is your blood, Ewan. She's lying."
"Am I?" Zola reached into a hidden pocket in her kirtle and pulled out a small, heavy leather pouch. She tossed it onto the map spread across the table. It landed with a solid, clinking thud. Coins spilled out, gold and silver glinting in the firelight.
"What is this?" Ewan demanded, his eyes fixed on the money.
"That's the fifty pounds. I took it from the loose stone under his bed this morning. Along with this." She tossed a small, leather-bound book beside the coins. "His personal ledger. He's quite meticulous."
Ewan stared at the ledger, then back at her. The point of his sword lowered an inch. "How do you know this?"
"I know many things. I know the pass at Corrieyairack is poorly guarded and General Cope will march his army straight into a trap if you move quickly. I know the Grants are planning to raid your cattle next week while you're away. And I know your biggest threat isn't the British army. It's the traitors within your own walls."
"You are a spy, then." It was a statement, not a question.
"No." Zola shook her head. "A spy works for someone. I don't. I'm just… an historian. With a vested interest in you not losing this war quite so spectacularly."
Duncan snorted. "An historian? What use is that to us?"
"History is a map," she said, looking back to Ewan. "It shows you where the traps are. I can help you navigate it. Or you can put me back in that cell and let your cousin bleed you dry before a single redcoat is spotted." She gestured with her chin toward the lowered sword. "Your choice, Laird MacTorran."

Chapter 3: The Witch of Torran
He didn’t speak in the Great Hall. His fingers clamped around her arm, a manacle of flesh and bone, and he pulled her from the room. The heavy oak door of his solar slammed shut behind them, the sound swallowed by the thick stone walls. He released her with a shove that sent her stumbling against a massive table covered in maps and vellum.
The room smelled of peat smoke, old paper, and the sharp tang of beeswax from the candles guttering in a wrought iron stand. Ewan prowled the space, a caged wolf in his own den. He stopped before the hearth, his back to her, the firelight catching the silver threads in his dark hair.
“Start talking.”
“I believe I’ve said a great deal already.” Her voice was steady, a small miracle. The skin of her arm burned where he’d held it.
He turned on her, his face a landscape of shadows and fury. “You’ve said nothing. Tricks and whispers. The prattling of a Covenanter’s fever dream. Who sent you?”
“No one sent me.”
“Are you one of Hawley’s creatures? A spy from Fort William?”
“If I worked for the English, would I be helping you prevent your clan from marching into oblivion?”
He crossed the room in two strides, his presence a physical force. He braced his hands on the table on either side of her, trapping her. The scent of rain and damp wool rose from his plaid. “Then what are you? A witch?”
“You keep asking that.” She met his eyes. They were grey, the color of the loch before a storm. “Is that the only explanation your world allows for a woman with knowledge?”
“My world does not allow for women who appear from the mists knowing my family’s secrets. It does not allow for prophets who speak of battles yet to come.” He leaned closer, his voice a low growl. “It allows for liars. And whores. And spies. Which are you?”
“I’m the woman who just saved you fifty pounds and the life of the man you’re about to send to Corrieyairack.”
A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You will answer me.”
“Or what? You’ll kill me?” A dry, humorless laugh escaped her. It sounded brittle in the quiet room. “Go on, then. It might be a pleasant change of pace.”
That stopped him. The anger in his eyes flickered, replaced by a deep, unsettling confusion. He searched her face, looking for the fear he expected to find. He found only the flat, calm exhaustion of a cliff face worn smooth by centuries of battering waves. It was a look he could not comprehend.
“You are not afraid to die.” It was a whisper of discovery.
“I’m not particularly fond of the process,” she admitted, her gaze unwavering. “But the result? It’s familiar.”
Ewan pushed back from the table, putting a few feet of space between them. He needed it. She could see him recalibrating, the warrior’s mind shifting to the laird’s. Threats had failed. He had to find another way to open her up.
“Then tell me,” he said, his voice softer, more dangerous. “Tell me a story I can believe. Who are you, woman?”
Zola drew a breath, the one she’d been holding since she first spoke to Dougal through the cell door. This was the performance. Loop fifty’s gambit. “My name is Zola Clarke. And my family has served the true kings of Scotland since before the Union.”
He folded his arms across his chest. A wall of tartan and muscle. “I know the clans loyal to the Stuarts. I do not know the name Clarke.”
“You would not. We are not a clan of warriors. We are… keepers of records. Of histories. My ancestors came to this land in the court of James the Fourth. Two Moorish ladies-in-waiting, brought from Spain.” She watched him, letting the obscure, verifiable fact settle in the air between them. It was a good anchor, bizarre enough to be true.
“Moors?” A flicker of disbelief. “In the Stewart court?”
“History is a map, Laird MacTorran. As I said. Full of roads you have never traveled. My family found a place here. We served the Crown quietly, with ink and coin, not with swords. We arranged passages, carried messages the English could not decipher, secured funds from allies in France and Spain. We are the name whispered when a lord needs a secret kept, or a treasure moved.”
She was weaving truth and fiction into a plausible whole. There were Moorish ladies at court. There were quiet royal agents. By claiming descent from one and the function of the other, she created a story he couldn’t immediately disprove. Her strange, un-Scottish appearance suddenly had a context, however outlandish.
“And why are you here?” he asked, his skepticism a heavy cloak. “Why reveal yourself now, to me?”
“Because you are losing,” she stated simply. “Your cousin’s treason is just the start. Your clan is bleeding men and coin before the war has even truly begun. My… patrons… have an interest in seeing Prince Charles succeed. They cannot afford to back a cause that will be crippled by mismanagement and betrayal before it reaches the Lowlands. They sent me to assess the strength of the Highland forces. To see if you are a worthy investment.”
His grey eyes narrowed. “You are an envoy, then? From whom?”
“I am an historian,” she corrected gently. “Sent to observe. And to report what I find. My report could bring more gold than Coll could steal in a lifetime. Or it could ensure that not another shilling comes north of the Forth.”
He was silent for a long time, studying her. She could almost hear the gears turning in his head. The risk of the Grants. Cope at Corrieyairack. The money from Coll’s ledger. Weighed against the impossible story of a woman who looked like no one he had ever seen. He could kill her. It would be simple. But if she told even a fraction of the truth, he would be killing a connection to the aid he desperately needed.
“You have proof of none of this,” he said at last.
“I gave you fifty pounds and a traitor as a deposit,” she countered. “Test my other claims. Send scouts to Corrieyairack. Set a watch for the Grant raiding party. When I am proven right, we can speak again about what I might be worth to you.”
Ewan made his decision. He gestured to the door. “You will be given a room. You will not leave it. You will speak to no one. If you are lying…”
“You’ll know soon enough,” Zola finished for him.
He led her from the solar, up a winding set of stairs she could have climbed in pitch darkness. The steps were worn into shallow bowls in the center from centuries of use. He stopped before a familiar heavy door, drew a large iron key from his belt, and unlocked it. He pushed the door open into a round, sparsely furnished room. A bed, a small table, a single arrow-slit window.
“You will be comfortable enough,” he said. It wasn’t a kindness. It was a statement of fact.
He closed the door without another word. The key ground in the lock, the sound deafeningly final. Zola stood perfectly still, listening to his footsteps retreat down the stone stairs until they faded into nothing.
Then, she let out a slow, shuddering breath. The performance was over. She pressed her forehead against the rough, cool wood of the door for a moment, the splinters a welcome, solid sensation. She was alive. She was out of the cell. Step one was complete.
This room was an old acquaintance. Loop 27, she’d been held here after they decided she was too valuable a seer to hang outright. Loop 34, after she’d bartered information about a British supply train for better quarters. The memory ached, a phantom limb of past failures.
She moved with an economy born of repetition. Her boots made little sound on the stone floor. She went to the hearth, where the stones were dark with soot. Counting three stones up from the mantle and two to the left, she pressed a specific spot in the mortar. It was firm. She pressed harder, digging her nails into the crumbling mixture until she felt the stone give slightly.
It took a few moments of careful work before the stone was loose enough to pull free. She reached into the dark cavity behind it. Her fingers brushed against a small bundle wrapped in oilcloth.
She pulled it out and set it on the small table, unwrapping it with care. Inside was her emergency kit, assembled across a dozen lifetimes. A small, perfectly honed knife, stolen from a cook’s quarters in Loop 19. A tight roll of dried willow bark and meadowsweet, gathered from the woods in Loop 42, a reliable cure for fevers. A charcoal stick and three small, rolled sheets of parchment. And a tinderbox, its flint stone a superior English make she’d lifted from a dead soldier two months from now, twenty-nine loops ago.
She ran a thumb over the smooth stone. Each object was a ghost, a story of a life lived and lost. The weight of them was immense, but it was a grounding weight. She wasn’t just a prisoner. She was prepared.
Zola walked to the narrow window. From here, she could see the courtyard, the movements of the guards, the rhythm of the castle. She wasn’t looking at the sweeping view of the glen. She was looking at patterns, at timetables, at weaknesses. She had given Ewan MacTorran a map. Now, from her tower room, she would begin to draw her own.

Chapter 4: The Ledger and the Log
The morning came with a rattling key. Zola was already awake, her body a coiled spring on the thin pallet. She expected another interrogation, more questions about Hawley and Fort William. Instead, the guard jerked his head. “The Laird sent for ye.”
He didn't lead her toward the great hall or Ewan's solar. They descended, spiraling down into the guts of the castle where the air grew thick and cool. The torchlight threw long, dancing shadows that felt like memories trying to take shape. They stopped before a heavy oak door bound in iron. Her escort grunted and pushed it open, revealing a stooped, grey-haired man who smelled of damp wool and suspicion.
“This is the woman, Murchadh,” the guard said, then turned and left her there.
Murchadh, the clan steward. Zola remembered him. In Loop 12, he’d been kind, sneaking her an extra bit of bread. In Loop 23, he’d been the one to testify she had the evil eye. He squinted at her now, his face a roadmap of worry. “The Laird says… he says you have a talent for sums. For supply.” His tone made the words an accusation.
“I have some experience,” Zola said, her voice carefully neutral. The stone floor was slick with condensation, and she could already smell it—the cloying sweetness of decay hiding beneath the earthy scent of oats and barley. It was the smell of a slow, inevitable death. The smell of Culloden, months before the battle.
He gestured her inside with a weary hand. The storehouse was a cavern of stone, larger than she recalled. Sacks of grain were piled high, some nearly touching the damp, vaulted ceiling. There was no order to it, just mountains of food stacked wherever they fit. A single high window, little more than a slit in the stone, let in a miserly shaft of dusty light.
“Our winter stores,” Murchadh said, a thread of pride in his voice. “Enough to see us through to the spring planting. More than enough.”
Zola walked deeper into the room, running her hand along a jute sack. The material was cool and damp. She didn't need to look closely. She knew what was happening here. She had seen the end result of this mismanagement etched on the hollowed-out faces of the clan’s children in half a dozen timelines. “How do you keep your records?” she asked, her gaze sweeping the chaotic piles.
He blinked. “Records?”
“An accounting. Of what comes in, what goes out. How much you have of each.”
He gestured vaguely at a series of notches carved into a wooden beam near the door. “I make a mark when a cart comes in. Another when we take flour to the kitchens.”
“And the seed grain? The stores for the tenants?”
Murchadh’s face soured. “That is all accounted for.” The defensiveness in his voice told her everything. He was overwhelmed, clinging to a system that had worked for his father and his father’s father. A system that was about to fail catastrophically.
Zola stopped at the base of the largest pile, one that reached far into the darkest corner of the storeroom. The air here was stagnant, heavy with moisture. She crouched down, her fingers brushing the bottom layer of sacks. They were sodden. She pointed. “Move this one.”
“Why? It’s barley from the autumn harvest. The newest lot.”
“Move it,” she repeated, her voice sharp with an urgency he couldn't understand. He hesitated, then with a grumble, grabbed a corner of the heavy sack and pulled. It came away with a wet, tearing sound.
There it was. A fine, grey-black fur crept up the stone wall, spreading like a disease onto the bottom three layers of sacks. The rot had taken hold. A faint puff of spores, disturbed by the movement, clouded the air. Murchadh stared, his mouth falling open. He touched a blackened patch of grain with a trembling finger, then recoiled as if burned.
“But… how?” he whispered, the sound swallowed by the cavernous room. “It was dry when we brought it in.”
Zola rose to her feet, the dust of lost futures settling around her. “It doesn't matter how,” she said, her eyes on the old man's pale face. “It only matters what you do now. Because that,” she said, pointing to the spreading mold, “will kill more of your clan than any English musket.”
Murchadh’s pride evaporated, replaced by a raw, brittle panic. “All of it? Is all of it lost?” He started toward another pile, his hands fluttering uselessly.
“Stop,” Zola commanded. “Panicking will spoil the rest. We need a system.” She pulled the charcoal stick and a small roll of parchment from the deep pocket of her skirt. The familiar feel of the tools was a small anchor in the overwhelming scent of rot.
“A system?” Murchadh repeated, his voice hollow.
“First, nothing else comes in or out until we know what we have. Second, we need light. More torches. And we need men. Ten, at least. Strong backs.” She was already sketching on the parchment, her mind, a twenty-first-century computer, processing logistics with a speed that felt like instinct.
“What are you drawing?” he asked, peering over her shoulder.
“A ledger page. It’s a French method. The merchants in Bordeaux use it to track their wine.” She drew two columns. “Here, we write what we have. Every single sack. Here,” she pointed to the second column, “we write what we use. Every scoop of flour. The numbers must always balance. Nothing gets lost. Nothing is unaccounted for.” It was a gross oversimplification of double-entry bookkeeping, but it was a start.
He stared at the simple drawing as if it were sorcery. “All of it? On paper?”
“Every last oat,” Zola confirmed. “Next, the damp.” She pointed toward the ceiling. “Stone sweats. The ground is wet. Your grain is breathing in water.” She walked to the center of the room. “We need air. We need to open that window and unbrick the one on the opposite wall.”
“Unbrick it? But that was sealed thirty years ago during the last rising!”
“Then it’s been thirty years since this grain could breathe properly,” Zola countered. “We get air moving through here, a cross-breeze. It will dry the stone, and the sacks.” She stamped her foot on the floor. “And nothing, absolutely nothing, sits on the floor again. We need wooden platforms. Pallets. Get the woodworkers started on them immediately. Simple frames, just to lift the sacks a few inches off the stone.”
She was throwing a lifetime of agricultural science at him in a few clipped sentences, packaging it as foreign cleverness. He looked dizzy, his hand braced against a pile of relatively dry-looking sacks. “French merchants… and French quartermasters, I’d wager,” he mumbled, trying to fit her into a box he could understand.
“My family has… diverse interests,” Zola said, letting him believe it. “Now. The mold. It’s a contagion. The spoiled sacks must be removed. Carefully. We’ll need to inspect every sack in that corner. Some may be salvageable, if we dry the grain in the sun. The rest must be burned.”
“Burned?” The word was a cry of anguish. “That’s a dozen sacks of barley!”
“It’s a dozen now,” Zola said, her voice hard. “In a month, it will be a hundred. In two, it will be all of it. Would you rather burn a little now, or watch your people starve come February? Because I have seen what that looks like.” The last sentence slipped out, colder and more personal than she intended. The memory of Elspeth’s feverish face from a different loop flashed behind her eyes. Sickness and hunger were old partners.
Murchadh flinched, but the argument struck home. He looked from the mold to Zola, his eyes filled with a new, grudging respect. He saw not a witch, but a physician for his stores. He finally nodded, his shoulders slumping in defeat, then squaring with new purpose. “I’ll get the men,” he said, his voice raspy. “And the torches.”
He turned and hurried from the storeroom, his footsteps echoing away down the passage. Zola stood alone for a moment in the gloom. She took a deep breath, the air thick with the promise of work. This was better than the tower. This was fighting back. Not with a dirk or a pistol, but with a piece of charcoal and a plan. It felt, for the first time in a long time, like progress.
Within the hour, the storehouse was transformed. Torchlight drove the deepest shadows into retreat, revealing the true scale of the damp. The air grew thick with dust as a team of men, their faces grim, began the arduous process of moving the mountain of grain. Zola was in the center of it all, a still point in the controlled chaos.
She directed the work with a quiet authority that

