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(An Cù Dubh)

Prologue: The Seed Grows

Chapter One: Twenty Winters

Twenty years passed over the Isle of Mull like mist rolling off the Sound.

Isla MacKinnon stood at the kitchen window of her croft house, watching dawn break over the hills she had walked for nearly four decades. The kettle whistled behind her, but she let it sing. Some mornings demanded stillness, and this was one of them.

She was forty-three now. The girl who had raced a Kelpie across a moonlit loch had become a woman carved by time and weather. Her dark hair, still thick and wild, carried threads of silver that caught the morning light like strands of spider silk. Lines radiated from the corners of her eyes—not just from years of squinting into Highland storms, but from laughter shared with Hamish before he passed, with Aila during her visits, with the succession of young Walkers she had trained and sent out into the world.

Her hands, resting on the worn wooden sill, bore the map of her life: calluses from gripping walking staffs, a thin white scar across her knuckles from the Fear Dorcha's claws, another curving around her wrist from a binding ritual gone slightly wrong in her thirties. She flexed them slowly, feeling the familiar ache in her joints that came with autumn damp.

The croft had changed over two decades. Hamish's old chair still sat by the fire, but she had reupholstered it twice. His books remained on the shelves, but she had added hundreds of her own—journals filled with observations, drawings of creatures she had encountered, maps marked with boundaries and crossings. The walls held photographs now: Aila at the Cave of Voices, three young women grinning after their first solo boundary walk, Fiona's grave marker on its annual pilgrimage of flowers.

And in the corner, in a simple clay pot, grew a seedling.

It was not any seedling Isla recognized, though she had studied every native plant in the Hebrides. Its stem was silver-grey, like old wood, but supple as new growth. Its leaves were the colour of moonlight on water, and they moved constantly in a gentle rustling dance, even when no wind touched them.

The seed had come from Glashtyn, twenty years ago, pressed into her palm with a promise she had only begun to understand.

Plant it where the stones stand. It will grow with you.

She had done so. And it had grown—slowly at first, then with increasing determination, until after ten years she had been forced to transplant it to the standing stones themselves. Now it towered there, a tree unlike any other in Scotland, its silver canopy visible from halfway across the glen.

The seedling in her croft was its child. A piece of the Fàire, rooted in human soil.

Isla poured her tea and carried it outside. The morning air bit clean and sharp, smelling of peat smoke and salt and wet grass. Her dogs—two shaggy collies named Fionn and Saor—rose from their beds on the porch and followed her down the path.

She walked the boundary every morning, had done so for twenty-five years. It was no longer a duty but a need, as natural as breathing. Her feet knew every stone, every root, every turn of the stream. Her senses knew every creature that crossed from the Fàire, every whisper of imbalance along the veil.

This morning, though, something was different.

The boundary felt thin. Not broken—never broken, not on her watch—but thin, like fabric worn soft by generations of use. She had felt it coming for months now, a gradual change in the land's song, a note shifting toward silence.

She stopped at the crest of the hill and looked out over Mull. Tobermory's coloured houses gleamed in the distance. The Sound stretched calm and grey toward Ardnamurchan. Ben More's peak wore its first dusting of winter snow.

You know what this is.

The voice came from inside her, but also from outside—from the land itself, from the tree, from the Fàire that had become as familiar as her own heartbeat.

"I know," she whispered.

The Cù-Sìth comes for all Walkers, in the end.

Chapter Two: The Last Training

Three young women waited for her at the standing stones.

Isla had chosen them carefully over the years, not in any formal way, but by watching. Watching how they moved through the land, how they reacted to strange occurrences, how they listened when others only heard. The first, Morven, had been a hillwalker from Oban who got lost in a sudden mist and emerged three days later with no memory of where she had been—but with the Fàire singing in her blood. The second, Eilidh, was a folklorist from Edinburgh who had come to Mull to study the old stories and found herself living inside one. The third, Catriona, was the youngest, barely twenty, a local girl who had seen the Black Dog on the road one night and felt no fear, only recognition.

They stood in a loose circle among the stones, their breath misting in the cold air. Behind them, the silver tree rustled its perpetual whisper.

"You felt it," Isla said. It was not a question.

Morven nodded. She was tall and steady, with the calm eyes of someone who had learned to trust her instincts. "The boundary. It's different today."

"Thinner," Eilidh added. She was smaller, quicker, her mind always racing ahead to make connections. "Like before a storm, when the pressure drops."

Catriona said nothing. She simply watched Isla with those too-old eyes, the eyes of someone who had glimpsed beyond the veil and found it welcoming.

Isla sat on the fallen stone that had become her teaching seat. The dogs settled at her feet.

"It's not the boundary that's changing," she said. "It's me."

She let them absorb this. Watched understanding dawn on Morven's face first, then Eilidh's. Catriona had known already—she had always known things before they were spoken.

"The Cù-Sìth," Morven said quietly.

"Yes."

"When?"

"At the turning. Samhain. When the veil is thinnest, he'll come for me."

Eilidh's eyes filled with tears she refused to shed. "That's... that's only three months away."

"I know."

"We're not ready," Morven said. It was not a plea, not an accusation. Simply a statement of fact, offered for Isla's consideration.

Isla smiled. "You're readier than you think. You've walked the boundary for two years now, all three of you. You've faced the Fàire's creatures, negotiated with its powers, learned to listen to the land's voice. I've taught you everything Hamish taught me, and everything I learned on my own." She paused. "Now you need to teach each other."

The three women exchanged glances. This was not in any training they had imagined.

"For the next three months," Isla continued, "you'll walk together. Not with me. You'll make decisions together, face challenges together, learn to trust each other's instincts. When Samhain comes, you'll stand together at the stones and witness. And after—" She spread her hands. "After, you'll be the Walkers. All three of you. Scotland needs more than one pair of eyes now."

"But you'll be—" Eilidh stopped, unable to finish.

"Gone? Yes. But not gone." Isla gestured at the tree, at the stones, at the hills rolling away toward the sea. "Everything I've learned, everything I've loved, everything I've protected—it doesn't disappear. It becomes part of the land. Part of you, if you're willing to listen."

She stood, and the dogs rose with her.

"Now. Show me what you've learned. Walk the boundary together. I'll watch from here."

The three women hesitated, then moved. They fell into a natural rhythm—Morven leading, Eilidh scanning for signs, Catriona walking slightly apart, her head tilted as if listening to something only she could hear.

Isla watched them go, and felt something loosen in her chest. A tension she had carried for twenty-five years, without even realizing it.

They would be all right. The land would be all right.

She sat beneath the silver tree and listened to its whisper, and for the first time in decades, she allowed herself to think about what came next.

Chapter Three: The Gathering of Memories

That evening, Isla began the work of sorting through a lifetime.

The croft held more than she remembered. Boxes in the attic she hadn't opened since her parents died. Hamish's trunk of Walker artifacts, passed down through generations. Journals upon journals, filled with her own small, precise handwriting—observations, rituals, dreams, fears.

She started with her parents' things.

There wasn't much. A wedding photograph, her mother young and radiant, her father awkward in a borrowed suit. A christening gown, carefully folded, never used again after Isla outgrew it. Letters her father had written from sea, full of misspellings and love. Her mother's recipe book, stained with decades of use, the pages soft as cloth.

Isla held each item, remembered each person, and set them in a pile for Catriona. The girl had no family left, no connections to the human world beyond Mull. These things might anchor her, remind her that Walkers were not only guardians but people, with histories and hearts.

Hamish's trunk took longer.

It was a sea chest, really, oak bound with iron, older than any living person on Mull. Inside, wrapped in oiled cloth, lay the tools of the Walker's trade: crystals for focusing the Fàire's energy, dried herbs for binding rituals, a silver dagger that predated Christianity, a set of carved stones whose purpose even Hamish hadn't fully understood.

And at the bottom, a journal.

Not Hamish's—older, much older. The leather was cracked and dark, the pages brittle. Isla opened it carefully, afraid it might crumble at her touch.

The handwriting was elegant, archaic, difficult to parse. But she recognized the name signed at the end of each entry: Morag ni Fionnlagh, 1348.

Morag. The last Walker before Isla. The one who had bound Cernunnos with her final breath, who had died in the plague year, who had waited five centuries for a successor.

Isla had never known much about her. Hamish's stories were fragmentary, passed down through generations of oral tradition. But here, in her own hands, was Morag's voice.

She read by firelight as night fell outside.

The plague comes closer. Already half of Tobermory is dead or fled. I hear the Cù-Sìth's howl in my
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